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ABSTRACT 


SCHOOL’S IN SESSION: REVERSING THE MIS-EDUCATION OF 
THE ADVENTIST TO ESTABLISH MINISTRIES OF SOCIAL 
JUSTICE AND POLITICAL ACTIVISM 


by 
Jaime Kowlessar 
United Theological Seminary, 2017 


Mentors 


Lester A, McCorn, DMin 
Jamison Hunter, DMin 


This project aims to address an issue within the City Temple SDA Church and other 
Adventist congregations as it relates to social justice. The project will attempt to 
implement a biblical foundation for social justice as it relates to Seventh-day Adventist 
Theology, through a preaching series and developing a school of education. The 
hypothesis is that by implementing the model for social justice will help to redevelop, 
renew, and restore communities that are broken, as well as deal with broken people. 
Through the examples of Nehemiah and Jesus the Christ, this project will show us how 


they healed broken villages. 
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There is no whole gospel without compassion and justice shown to the poor. It’s 
that simple. 


— Richard Stearns 


VIL 


INTRODUCTION 


From Genesis to Revelation the Bible is written with the theme of oppression and 
liberation. The scriptures constantly remind us that God has always been a strong 
redeemer for Israel. Whether they were in Egyptian bondage, Babylonian, or Roman 
bondage, Israel has always found themselves in an unfortunate circumstance needing 
assistance from a power that is higher than them. The theme of oppression, liberation, 
and social justice that is found in the scriptures has been eliminated from many of the 
pulpits and theologies in the Seventh-day Adventist (SDA) denomination, including my 
context the City Temple SDA Church. 

For the four years that I have had the opportunity to be the associate minister, and 
now the senior pastor of this wonderful church it has forced me to grow. Prior to 
pastoring in Dallas, Texas I served in New York City at the Ephesus SDA Church in 
Harlem, and the Bethany SDA Church in Westbury, Long Island. With at least ten years 
as a full-time Adventist minister has also provided the platform to visit churches across 
the country, and the world. My observations have revealed that most Seventh-day 
Adventist churches have the same identity. They are weak in the area of social justice, 
ministries that relieve the poor, and address oppression. What they are strong in is 
prophetic messages that address eschatological events, ministries that are charity focused, 


and a lack of real presence in their communities. City Temple SDA Church is no 


different. I likened my context as a microcosm of the void that is found in so many 
Adventist church. 

Since Seventh-day Adventists trump themselves as a Bible-based church that 
adheres to the full Ten Commandments found in Exodus, especially the fourth 
commandment, which admonishes to uphold, upkeep, and observe the Sabbath. The 
questions that I had to ask and seek an answer are how was the scope of social justice left 
out of the Sabbath message? Where did it all begin, and how can it end? Is it a possibility 
that because young Seventh-day Adventist ministers do not receive any type of social 
justice training on a collegiate or masters level, that it has created a certain identity in 
Adventist congregations? 

Although | have grown up as a life long Seventh-day Adventist, served as a 
deacon, elder, and now a full-time pastor, I have attempted to write this project as 
someone from the outside looking in. As an investigator I tried to leave no stone 
unturned, in my attempt to understand the education, or mis-education of the Seventh-day 
Adventist as it relates to social justice. Using City Temple SDA Church as the basis for 
this study, I looked at its inception, and where it stands today as a local congregation in 
the Cedar Crest neighborhood of Dallas, Texas. 

Throughout the document you will also discover that social justice is not 
something that is a new concept or idea for the church. Instead you will see that it is 
something that we have strayed away from. The early pioneers that started the 
denomination were actively engaged in fighting for the rights of the slaves in the 
antebellum South. During the Civil Rights Movement many black ministers were 


engaged on the spiritual and local level for their own rights and the rights of others. 
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Within the document, it is important to note that the term blacks and African Americans 
are used synonymously. 

The first chapter of this document deals with the context in which I am planted in, 
the City Temple SDA Church with the unique challenges that it faces in the community, 
and with themselves. City Temple is located in an impoverished area, but they are an 
affluent church that has not made any real impact in the neighborhood. In chapter two I 
attempt to address the issue within my context with the biblical example of Nehemiah 
and Jesus. Nehemiah lives in the palace but he is devastated by the destruction of the 
walls in Jerusalem, so he leaves the palace to build. Jesus, who was born in Nazareth 
returns home to the temple to stand up and read a message of social justice and hope. | 
use the third chapter, historical foundations to travel back historically into the archives of 
Adventism. Particularly looking at black Adventist ministers and members who were 
actively engaged in social justice. 

Chapter four compares Adventist Theology with that of James Cone’s black 
liberation theology, and Jiirgen Moltmann’s theology of hope. Adventist’s pride 
themselves on being Sabbath keepers but in their Sabbath keeping they have overlooked 
the liberating nature of the commandment. Chapter five pays careful attention to the 
factors that lead to what is commonly known as the ‘hood’ or the ‘ghetto.’ 
Gentrification, redlining, redistribution, and economic justice are some of the topics were 
discussed. 

The final chapter of the book concentrates on the solution to the problem and the 
results, as well a general overview of my thoughts and reactions of throughout the 


process. This project has been a journey for me, in trying to reverse and renew a thinking 
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that has been long forgotten amongst our members. For a church that is in the middle of 
a food desert, crime, and lack of proper infrastructure and recourses, what is their answer, 
and how will they accomplish it in this community, especially in the times that we are 
living in. 

We are living in defining moments in the history of the United States of America. 
We have elected our first African American president who has served for eight years. Just 
recently we elected Donald Trump be our president for the next four years. He is an 
individual who has no political experience in his life, but has made billions by erecting 
and dismantling buildings. He is an individual who has made his political claim to fame 
by questioning the legitimacy of the Barak Obama’s birth certificate. In between all of 
that we have witnessed the untimely deaths of so many unarmed African-Americans, 
Trayvon Martin, Eric Garner, Walter Scott, Jordan Davis, Michael Brown, Tamir Ryce, 
Philando Castille, Rekia Boyd, Danroy Henry, the Charolette Nine are just to name a few. 
As the Smithsonian opened the African-American Museum as well as in Washington, 
D.C. they unveiled the Martin Luther King Jr., memorial, we are still at a crossroads 
when it comes to social sacrifice justice, equality, and basic human rights. These answers 
and many more questions will arise in this document, I hope that you are intrigued, 


satisfied, and challenged to expect more, and do more. 


CHAPTER ONE 


MINISTRY FOCUS 


The current context is City Temple Seven-day Adventist Church located in 
Dallas, TX. I have served as pastor since 2013. In serving in this capacity, there is a 
pressing tssue within the current context and other Adventist churches as it relates to 
social justice. The church appears to be apathetic towards ministries of social justice 
and trying to alleviate the pain of those that are hurting both physically and 
spiritually. However, the display towards social justice is more of an appearance than 
an actuality. While conducting research, it has become clear that the congregation 
has a blind spot for the needs of the community. 

One of the defining pillars of the Seventh-day Adventist Church is found in its 
name. Seventh-day Adventists are a Protestant sect that believes in the imminent 
return of Jesus Christ, and observes Saturday as the Sabbath, based upon the 4th 
commandment found in Exodus 20:8-11. The body holds twenty-eight fundamental 
beliefs which range from The Trinity, State of the Dead, Spiritual Gifts, the 
Apocalypse, and many more. [n the midst of all the teachings, doctrines, and twenty- 
eight fundamental beliefs, there is no response to social injustice, political activism, 


or consciousness towards those that are oppressed. 
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The City Temple Church is a part of the Seventh-day Adventist denomination. 


Although the headquarters are in Silver Spring, Maryland, the denomination has 
churches in almost every part of the world. According to their website, 

The church is served through its administration of thirteen world divisions and 

two attached fields. No matter where you find a Seventh-day Adventist 

believer, you will find them adhering to the ideals described by the Bible. 

Their lives will illustrate both faith in God and the church's commitment to the 

betterment of all human beings. ! 

The thirteen world divisions and two attached fields consist of East-Central Africa, 
Euro-Asia, Middle East and North Africa, Inter-American, Inter-European, Israel 
Field, Northern Asia-Pacific, Southern Africa-Indian Ocean, South American, South 
Pacific, Southern Asia, Southern Asia-Pacific, Trans-European, West-Central Africa, 
and the North American Division. 

One of the unique elements of the Seventh-day Adventist Church is that it is 
broken down in layers. The General Conference is at the top, this is known as the 
headquarters. Underneath the General Conference fall the thirteen divisions. The 
thirteen divisions oversee the work of the local unions. The unions oversee the work 
of the various conferences that are strategically placed across the globe. The various 
Seventh-day conferences manage and oversee the work pertaining to the local 
churches. Each layer has its own governing body consisting of a President, Secretary 
(Vice President), and Treasurer. It is important to note that the Seventh-day 


Adventist Church also has disaster relief organizations, hospitals, and the second 


largest parochial school system in the world. The City Temple SDA Church falls 


' “World Church,” Seventh-day Adventist Church, accessed February 4, 2014, 
http://www.adventist.org/world-church/. 





under the North American Division, which covers the Southwest Union, which 
oversees the Southwest Regional Conference. 

The City Temple Church is ninety-five years oid. It was established in the 
summer of 1919 from a small tent meeting that was pitched on Central Avenue in 
Dallas. This smal! tent resulted in the first congregation, which only consisted of 
twenty-five members. The church has seen many ups and downs and various 
relocations. In 1923, the church moved from gathering inside of a member’s home to 
a building. By the year 1950, the membership of the church was the largest it had 
ever been. In 1956, it adopted the name City Temple as its official name. It was 
during the year of 1956 that active ministries were formulated. A community service 
project of a nursery, kindergarten and pre-school program cared for 120 children 
daily. An active welfare program cared for the needs of the disadvantaged and 
indigent in the local community. 

On May 16, 1971, the church relocated once again to its current location, 1530 
Bonnie View Road. In regards to this move, a startling comment was made by one of 
the members: 

The opinion continued that the climate around the church also changed. The 

move to Oak Cliff occurred around the Civil Rights movement that brought 

integration, so now we, as a Black people, could do things we could not do 
before. The church was no longer the center of activity. We had other 
choices; we could now go more places. The culture of the Black family also 
changed with the Civil Rights movement. Now blacks were becoming doctors 
and lawyers and administrators and teachers.” 


The statement jolts me because I do not believe that this is unique to just City Temple 


SDA Church, but I believe that this expresses the beliefs of many other black 


* City Temple SDA Church, “Dallas City Temple 90th Anniversary Celebration Journal” 
(personal newsletter, October 1, 2005). 


churches in North America. The part of the quote that stood out to me was, “the 
church was no longer the center of activity.” There has developed this apathy and 
surrendering of social justice issues by the black church. Since its inception, City 
Temple has had twenty-six different pastors. The church has seen its ups and downs. 

I strongly believe that the reason the church is not currently involved in an 
active social justice ministry is because Adventist Theology does not support, teach, 
or train its pastors in that area. In my summation, I believe that if ministers are not 
taught to interpret the scriptures through the lens of social injustice, then they cannot 
relay that message to the congregation. I cannot fault the congregation for lacking in 
that area. Adventist ministers are encouraged to attend Seventh-day Adventist schools 
for theological training. The issue with this is that our theology is very Eurocentric 
and caters to a docile and passive listener. 

After all, the Adventist denomination came into existence after the Great 
Disappointment in 1844. William Miller had a faulty mathematical theology that 
predicted Jesus would return on October 22, 1844. Out of the disappointment the 
Adventist denomination grew. The champions of our faith are Joseph Bates, James 
White, Eilen G. White, and J. N. Andrews. All of them were WASPS (White Anglo- 
Saxon Protestants). In their eyes, the only threat they deemed as detrimental to them 
was losing their religious liberty: their right to worship on Saturday. Very much like 
the puritans, settlers, and pilgrims, their only threat in life was being persecuted 
because of their religious beliefs. The founding fathers of our church have never had 
to worry about crosses being burned on their lawns, witnessing their family members 


hung on trees, or being born slaves. Although it is a proven fact that in her later 
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years, Ellen G. White commissioned the church to minister to the negro in the south, 
it still never took away from the fact that the sole purpose of the church is to protect 
the Seventh-day Sabbath commandment. Though things have changed in recent years, 
the body (denomination) does not sponsor oppression through public policy. 

As I sat down with my counterparts in this cohort, I was embarrassed to say 
that throughout my undergraduate and graduate studies, | was never encouraged to 
read the writings of Howard Thurman, James Cone, Martin Luther King, Jr., Samuel 
Dewitt Proctor, Gardner Taylor, W.E.B. Dubois, Frederick Douglass, and the list goes 
on. Instead, we read commentaries and books that were written from an imperialistic 
viewpoint. We have done exactly what Forrest E. Harris describes in his book, 
Ministry for Social Crisis, "We have not loved God or our neighbors as we ought. We 
have been bloated with our own conceit, blind to the needs of the Samaritan lying by 
the side of the road, and corrupted by our desire for power, fame, and personal gain”.° 

City Temple SDA Church is located in the East Oak Cliff area of Dallas, TX. 
It is important to note that Texas is one of the fastest-growing states in America. The 
cover of the October 2013 issue of Time Magazine reads, “The United States of 
Texas: Why the Lone Star State is America’s Future.” The author of the article, Tyler 
Cowen, lists several reasons to justify his thesis. He states that, “Texas is one of the 
fastest-growing states, with three of the top five fastest-growing cities in the country: 
Austin, Dallas and Houston.” He claims that people are attracted to the cheaper 
living, no state-tax, and the fact that there are jobs in Texas. “In the past 12 months, 


Texas has added 274,700 new jobs — that’s 12% of all jobs added nationwide and 


> Forrest E. Harris, Ministry for Social Crisis: Theol ogy and Praxis in the Black Church 
fradition (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 1993), 116. 
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51,000 more than California added ... In fact, from 2002 to 2011, with 8% of the U.S. 


population, Texas created nearly one-third of the country’s highest-paying jobs.’ 
One of the benefits of cheaper living is that low-income households can survive a lot 
easier in Texas than in most other states. Another benefit that some people claim is 
that individuals are opting for a much warmer climate. They would prefer a calendar 
year with a greater number of warmer months than colder months. In recent years, 
there has been a major migration from the north to the south. Atlanta is becoming 
oversaturated with too many people. Young families are looking for somewhere to 
live where their money can stretch and the quality of life appears to be better. Asa 
person who was born and raised in New York City, Texas was very inviting because 
the so-called American Dream appeared to be a reality there. 1 felt that Texas would 
present the best opportunity in which to purchase a home with a picket fence and a 
(two-car garage. 

Texas appears to be a wonderful state to move to — and do not get me wrong, 
it is —yet, there is still another side to the coin that which we must analyze. 
According to an article written in the Dallas News business section, Mitchell 
Schnurman exposes the economic inequality in Texas. He claims that Texas is what 
appears to be a proud leader in income inequality and wealth distribution. According 
to Schnurman, however, the gap between the wealthy and the poor is wide. Texas 
enjoys its land full of oil and barbecue, but in 2010, the poverty rate in Texas was 


14.4%. The rate dropped to 10.8% for non-Hispanic whites, but soared to 17.1% for 


* Tyler Cowen, “The United States of Texas: Why the Lone Star State is America’s Future,” 
lime Magazine 182, no. 18 (October 28, 2013): 2 


1] 


blacks and 24.8% for Hispanics, according to the Census Bureau.” On January 29, 
2014, Steve Campbell wrote an article entitled “A Growing Divide Between Rich and 
Poor in Texas.” He states, “When you look at poverty rates for African-Americans 
and Hispanics, they are two or three times as high as they are for non-Hispanic 
whites. Blacks and Hispanic incomes are 60 to 75 percent compared to whites.”® 
Therefore, African-Americans and Hispanics continue to struggle as their 
counterparts seem to be doing well. As the rich get richer, the poor get poorer; it has 
become the land of the ‘have gots’ and ‘have nots.’ 

In addition to a considerable gap in regards to economic equality, Texas finds 
itself as one of the states that incarcerates black and brown people at very disturbing 
rates. According to a document published by the Justice Policy Institute, 

African Americans are incarcerated at 5 times the rate of Whites in Texas 

(3.734 per 100,000, compared to 694 per 100,000 Whites).There are more 

African American men of all ages in prison in Texas (66,300) than in the 

higher education system (40,800). A national report published by JPI in 

August 2003 showed that nearly twice as many African Americans [sic] men 


in their earlier 30s have prison records (22%) than Bachelors degrees (12%).’ 


The number for Hispanics is staggering as well: 


In 2002, Latinos were a greater share of new prison admissions than either 
African Americans or Whites (33.9% Latinos, 32.8% African Americans, and 
32.7% Whites). Conversely, Latinos represented a smaller share of prison 
releases than either Whites or African Americans (26% Latinos, 40.5% 
African Americans, and 32.2% Whites). NCLR points out, “the Latino data 





> “Census.gov,” US Census Bureau, accessed February 4, 2014, http://www.census.gov/, 


© Steve Campbell, “A Growing Divide Between Rich and Poor in Texas,” Star-T. elegram, 
January 28, 2014, accessed January 28, 2014, http://www.star-telegram.com/201 4/0 1/28/5521495/a- 
growing-divide-between-rich.html#storylink=cpy. 


’ Jason Ziedenberg and Vincent Schiraldi, Race and Imprisonment in Texas: The Disparate 
incarceration of Latinos and African Americans in the Lone Star State, Justice Policy Institute, 2005, 
accessed February 4, 2014, http://Awww.justicepolicy.org/images/upload/05- 

Q2 rep_txraceimprisonment_ac-rd.pdf. 
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are troubling because they suggest that, if these proportions hold 
constant....the share of the overall prison population that is Latino may grow. 


§ 
The City Temple SDA Church members are commuters, and because they live so far, 
they are not affected with the things that plague the residents within close proximity 
of the church. The church has a membership of 1,491 members on the books, and on 
average, we have about 600 people who show up for service. Some of the individuals 
in that group are obviously not members, and I would say one-third of them are 
visitors. As far as the congregation, City Temple varies on the financial and 
educational scale. We have those from both the unemployed and the employed; the 
formally educated and the informally educated (I never like to call a person 
uneducated because they did not attend or graduate from a parochial school). There 
are members of the congregation who tout six-figure salaries, but they are not the 
type of members who wear their wealth on their sleeves. For most of them, the only 
way to know what kind of money they are making would be to follow them outside of 
the church to see what vehicle they are driving, and even that is not a determining 
factor. There are lawyers, judges, and health physicians who make significant 
contributions to the church. There are also members who have their own business 

and are doing quite well in the community. On the other hand, we have members 
who are struggling to make ends meet. Some of them are struggling to maintain and 
even pay their children’s tuition. As some of these parents make a valiant effort to 
send their children to the Adventist school, they cannot keep up with demand to pay 


tuition. The body of elders comprises individuals who range from the bottom of the 


social ladder to the top. 


a ——— 


* Ziedenberg and Schiraldi, Race and Imprisonment in Texas, accessed February. 4, 2014, 
http://www _justicepolicy.org/images/upload/05-02_ rep _txraceimprisonment_ac-rd.pdf. 
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It is quite embarrassing that what we read, and the word preached from the 
scriptures, encourages us to do more work outside of the church than inside. Because 
of this persistent disconnect and apathy towards the “least of these,” we have become 
Just another building on Bonnie View Road that takes up parking once a week, which 
Is not a unique situation to most churches. In the East Oak Cliff area of Dallas, there 
are eighteen churches. Out of the eighteen churches in our area, thirteen of them are 
of the Baptist faith including the famous Good Street Baptist Church. City Temple is 
the only Seventh-day Adventist church. Although we are outnumbered, like most 
other Adventist churches, we believe that doing the work for political activism and 
social justice is for other denominations. Our denomination/church should-focus on 
Issues concerning eschatology and religious freedom. This is ludicrous, according to 
a percept study done in 2010 on the zip code where the church resides, as a plethora 
of issues were discovered. The study provided information in regards to faith beliefs, 
greatest needs, community issues, and worship styles. Some of the issues that were 
very important to subjects were neighborhood gangs, neighborhood crime and safety, 
racial/ethnic prejudice, and affordable housing. The stress level of the residents 
appeared to be critically high because these community problems were resulting in 
their health deteriorating. The primary concern of 40-43% of households said that 
maintaining health was a primary concern for them.’ 

Examples of these stressors are households below the poverty line, adults with 
a high school diploma, households with a single mother, and basic necessities such as 
food, housing, and employment opportunities. According to the study it was also 


* “City Temple Seventh-day Adventist Church - Dallas, TX 75203: Ministry Area by Block 
Group,” PerceptGroup, accessed January 28, 2016, http://www.perceptgroup.com. 
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discovered that 18-27% of the residents were concerned about finding employment 
opportunities. The national average is 14%. '° 

Only 55.9% of the population over the age of twenty-five has graduated from 
high school, which is extremely low in comparison to the national average of 80.4%. 
All of these are factors that contribute to crime, which increases the prison 
population. The City Temple Church has had this information in their possession for 
years, but they have done very little to address the issues. 

Not only is the African-American population in this area aging, but the 
demographics are changing rapidly as well. According to the percept study, the rate 
of Hispanics and Latinos moving into the East Oak Cliff area is growing rapidly. The 
statistics show that 83-99% of the residents within a five mile radius of the church is 
Hispanic and Latino. The burst of population for this group was astronomical.'! In 
comparison to blacks they have doubled and in some cases tripled in numbers. 

The downtown Dallas area is infested with unhealthy options for the 
citizens, which should not be used as an excuse because we can do better. The 
unhealthy options are creating premature deaths that are linked to an unstable mindset 
and diet. Most of these foods tastes great, but are dowsed in monosodium glutamate 
(MSG), which masks the real flavor of the food. According to the website 
foodispower.org: 

Studies have found that wealthy districts have three times as many 


supermarkets as poor ones do, that white neighborhoods contain an average of 
four times as many supermarkets as predominantly black ones do, and that 


“City Temple Seventh-day Adventist Church - Dallas, TX 75203: Ministry Area by Block 
Group,” accessed January 28, 2016, http://www.perceptgroup.com., 


'' “City Temple Seventh-day Adventist Church - Dallas, TX 75203: Ministry Area by Block 
Group,” accessed January 28, 2016, http://www.perceptgroup.com, 
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grocery stores im African-American communities are usually smailer with less 

selection. People’s choices about what to eat are severely limited by the 

options available to them and what they can afford—and many food deserts 

contain an overabundance of fast food chains selling cheap “meat” and dairy- 

based foods that are high in fat, sugar and salt. 
Bob Sunburn says that, “Our state has the largest ‘grocery gap’ in the nation, which 
means it has a lower number of supermarkets per capita than any other state. This 
shortage of supermarkets creates very real barriers to the access of healthy foods, 
particulariy for lower-income Texans.” When you drive down Corinth Street, 8th 
Street, and Martin Luther King Blvd, you are bombarded with liquor store after liquor 
store, Chinese food restaurants, and mom-and-pop fried chicken shacks. In order to 
find healthier choices you would have to drive to some of the more affluent areas in 
Dallas. Coupled with the lack of access to healthy options, there are a plethora of 
payday loan advance shops, pawn shops, and title loan advance businesses. 
Everything that is out there to hurt, exploit, and eviscerate the poor is available to 
them. 

One of the major needs of the City Temple SDA Church is an increased 
sensitivity to those that are marginalized. Our church has no means by which we 
challenge systems and organizations that blatantly seek to keep the poor and the rich 
in their current status or bracket group. We do a great job at feeding, clothing, and 
ministering, but we are completely oblivious to what is happening in our society. We 
are also very insular, which makes us very out of touch as well. Most of the 
programs and events that are developed are predominately attended by other Seventh- 
day Adventists. We market and promote these events to other Adventist churches. 


'? Food Empowerment Project, “Food Deserts,” foodispower.org, accessed February 4, 2014, 
http://Awww.foodispower.org/food-deserts/, 
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Most residents who live within proximity of the church do not know who we are, 
most likely. They are aware of the fact that we show up every week in very nice 
vehicles, and consume the neighborhood parking. This kind of behavior has to stop. 
Not only are we irrelevant to the community, but also to local organizations, ministers 
and leaders. Darren Wilson is the officer that was charged in the shooting death of the 
unarmed young man Michael Brown. Local leaders and ministers of the Oak Cliff 
area have been meeting to discuss a plan of action for the future; unfortunately, 
Adventist ministers have not been invited to the table. The non-invitation is a 
reflection of the reputation that the ministers and leaders within the Adventist 
community possess. It is clearly known by others that Adventists do not want 
anything to do with the fight against injustice. Our answers to the ills of society are 
pray and wait, or “all things work together for good to those that love the Lord, and 
who are called according to his purpose.” If that is the case, then blacks would still 
have to deal with Jim Crow segregation. 

It is understood that congregations are simply a reflection of their pastors. 
Therefore, I cannot hold them accountable, for they are only doing what is projected 
to them. Through my spiritual autobiography | realized-that my education has a lot to 
do with my church’s total disregard for issues of social justice and political activism. 
There was nothing black about my education. I never read the works of Frederick 
Douglass, W.E.B. Dubois, and Howard Thurman. The educational experience was 
one-sided and expressed the thoughts of an imperialistic view of the scriptures. The 
education received could be viewed as a ‘top down theology.’ That is a theology that 


does not see yourself in the text. You do not see yourself as blind Bartimaeus, but 
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only as those who are telling him to be quiet. Therefore, if you are not Bartimaeus 
then you will never be able to ask the questions that the text is calling for. Why is 
Bartimaeus blind, poor, and begging by the roadside? Are others in society blind, 
poor, and begging by the roadside? Can it be that today there are those that are blind, 
poor and begging by the roadside because of unjust policies and mandates that target 
those that do not have a seat at the table? Most Adventist ministers do not interrogate 
the text, myself included. Instead, we would look at blind Bartimaeus simply as an 
individual who wants forgiveness from Jesus. We will not even take the time to 
understand the context of the text and realize that he is in Jericho, the same city that 
Jesus used as a setting to tell the story of the man that was beaten and robbed by the 
roadside. 

The problem with our theology is that 95% of Adventist ministers share the 
same views and thought process when it comes to interpreting the scriptures. We lack 
that social justice bone in our bodies, and if that is not there then we cannot expect 
our churches to be any different. Adventist ministers go through the same system, 
and we all receive the same education. The only thing that differs is the name of the 
school on the degree. Nine times out of ten you will not be employed in Adventist 
church structure unless you go through their system, which, in turn, means that you 
must think the way the system wants you to in order to operate and function within 
those parameters. In other words, you can only be a star and not a moon. Standing 
out from the crowd is not well received within the Adventist community. In the event 
that you stand out or become an outlier, leadership is not prepared to handle outliers. 


You must match and mirror the others, but do not try to be different. The reality is 
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troubling because the scriptures inform us that Jesus did not care about the status quo, 
but did what He was led to do by God. Regardless of the treatment that He received, 
He was a rabble rouser. His intentions were not to cause problems, but He 
understood the relevance to agitate “things” in order to bring change. Obey 
Hendricks, stated in his masterful work “The Politics of Jesus” that a person is not 
qualified to be a leader if he is not willing to take a few shots for the team. 

This type of education is not only unique to American Adventists, but it is a 
worldwide pandemic. Many world church organizations have a large amount of 
African-Americans (some would argue that blacks are the majority), and yet they 
have not made a formal statement about recent deaths of any of the unarmed young 
black men that have been murdered. This fact is troubling! There are a lot of people 
hurting and there is unrest amongst parishioners. Parishioners want to know that the 
organization cares about the ills of society and is willing to acknowledge them on a 
grand scale. Even if there is no plan to combat a problem, do not ignore it and sweep 
it under the rug. 

As a result of the spiritual journey and the context, there are clear parallels. 
The desire to help and assist people is deeply grounded within me. The God-given 
tools were implanted to help pull my brothers and sisters out of some of the holes or 
challenges that they find themselves in. These challenges are not self-inflicted, but 
they have been dug by others as traps to ensnare a certain group of people. The 
community and schools that nurtured me were fairly decent, but that does not mean 
they were adequate. The assumption was made that all high schools had paint chips 


falling from the ceiling, over-crowded classes, and textbooks that were ripped and 
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old. The funding received by my school was based on the property tax, and if low- 
income residents occupied the homes surrounding the schools, then that school was 
viewed as a ‘dropout factory.’ A prison pipeline was created to put more dollars in 
the pockets of those that have investments and stocks in the prison industry. On the 
other side of the town, there is a schoo] that receives the best teachers, books, and 
offers the best education that the United States of America can give you. Their 
schools become pipelines to ivy-league schools and opportunities that black and 
brown children are challenged to receive an acceptance letter. 

In retrospect, when looking at the training received in my adolescent to late 
teen years in comparison with my theological training, there is a tremendous deficit. 
The deftcit exists because during the teenage years, | received an education that 
believed in social promotion. In public school most mornings, the teacher would 
hand out a paper and tell us to fill it out. Communication was rare, and the 
inspiration to do more was not fostered by most teachers. There were some teachers 
that tried to do all that they could to inspire us to take our education seriously. At that 
time, there was not anything more compelling than watching boys dress to impress 
the girls and seeing the attention they garnered from wearing the latest fashions. 
There was no true African presence in my curriculum, but only a distorted view of 
American history. The only vivid memory of American History is that we were 
slaves, and then we were freed to help fight in the Civil War. School was simply: you 
were expected to learn facts so that you can pass a test. 

The consciousness and self-awareness that I needed was not instilled in me at 


the academic level. Most of the time, a young black boy is not going to research and 
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look deeper into his ancestry and history. He will take what is given to him, believe 
it, and in some cases argue with anyone who tries to disagree with it. My foundation 
was weak, while being bombarded with negative pictures of African American men 
in the media; I was at a crossroads. 

The worst educational experience was that of my theological training. It is 
considered the worst because thousands of dollars were paid to obtain it. Parts of the 
theological] training were beneficial and helped me to develop personally, but the 
training received was not relevant to the immediate context. Unaware and oblivious 
to the needs of the disenfranchised, I began to embrace the oppressor, and hate the 
oppressed. Statements like “social justice has no place in the scriptures” or “those 
matters don’t need to be discussed from the pulpit,” were regular comments that were 
made during my matriculation. Statements like “ministers should never get involved 
in the political arena because God has no place there” were deeply rooted within. It 
was not until my seminary experience that some of my friends introduced me to the 
sermons of Freddie Haynes III, Jeremiah Wright, Charles G. Adams, and Otis Moss. 

As an associate pastor in Harlem, NY, my opinion began to change. Systemic 
racism and the unfair treatment of the poor became clear to me. It was at that point 
that | realized a change needed to occur and it needed to start from within. There was 
a need to re-tool, re-equip, and re-educate. Upon moving to Dallas, | saw poverty at a 
whole new level. There definitely is a difference between the two worlds, south of 
the Mason-Dixon line. In my opinion, New York has undercover racism; but in 
Texas, the racisin is overt and in your face. As ] walk down the streets of Dallas and 


see the torn up neighborhoods, | see brand new, state-of-the-art pawnshops, payday 
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loan advance shops, and title loan shops, and I ask myself, “how can this be?” I have 
noticed, on average, two or three liquor stores within a 500-yard radius in one area. 
There are supermarkets in walking distance where you cannot get healthy options. If 
you need to get to a Whole Foods Market in New York, you can take the bus or train 
because of the extensive bus and train systems. Here in Dallas, it is much more 
difficult, and I am sure that if some were to take public transit, they would know upon 
arrival that they are not welcomed there. 

In an attempt to find resolve and to provide assistance through prayer and 
consultation, the Lord guided me to United Theological Seminary, where | saw the 
Gardner C. Taylor Scholars cohort’s social justice and political activism. Since the 
church is a reflection of the pastor, if 1 wanted to witness change, then the mandate 
begins with me and IJ need to be the champion that leads the way to change. We have 
not built relationships with our neighbors or with local politicians. The door is wide 
open because there are no other Adventist churches with a ministry that is akin to 
helping those who have no relationship with local politicians. Starting a social justice 
ministry is foreign to me, and the framework to establish such a program is grounded 
in the doctoral work of the existing cohort. The plan is to gain a greater 
understanding by interpreting the scriptures from a social justice point of view. In 
order to establish a social justice ministry, it will require work. Fortunately, the 
burden that I carry for the brothers and sisters in the Seventh-day Adventist Church, 
especially my African American counterparts, will serve as fuel to accomplish the 
task. We cannot continue to stand and preach without a social justice tone from the 


pulpits that we use. There is a call for change. 
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In listening to others bringing contemporary issues on race relations and 
racism to the pulpit in light of the text, 1 am amazed. I am left to wonder how in the 
world did they see that? Where did they get that thought from the text? It is clear that 
their training was totally opposite from the one that | obtained. I want to learn 
through this cohort to study the Bible with a prophetic lens, and voice that speaks 
truth to power. Through learning and studying with cohort partners, | pray for 
balance in my thinking and comprehension of the scriptures. This appears to be the 
missing link in my studies, and United Theologica! Seminary will assist in bridging 
the gap. Accomplishing the goal will be my primary responsibility, and various 
disciplines must be instituted such as being self-taught and self-read, but the guidance 
will be helpful in my matriculation. 

The process of re-education and retraining will hopefully provide a solid 
foundation to build upon. This starting point will help me to develop a plan of action 
for my congregation, which will also provide a basis for the proposed project. The 
grounds of the study will trace the roots of the Eurocentric theology in the Adventist 
church. Further, it will propose an indictment on Adventist theology that has no 
interest in the black presence and or the down-trodden. It is important for the reader 
to know and understand the origins of imperialistic theology. The section of the 
project on imperialistic theology will be helpful to other ministers, not just blacks, but 
anyone who is interested in the topic of social justice. In doing so, it will create a 
place of vulnerability and provide a first-hand account of what has been extended to 
me. The finished product of the research work will become marketable to other 


churches. The completed work will give greater insight with regards to why churches 
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operate and function within the realms of exclusion of social justice. Therefore, that 
segment of the research must be comprehensive for the reader to grasp the 
understanding and relevance. The Lord is calling me to speak truth to power and the 
work will be completed “decent and in order,” without slander or defaming the 
historical educational experience. It is no coincidence that my spiritual journey has 
led me to have a passion for justice. 

When my proposed project is complete, my prayer is that I can give the body 
of Christ something to grasp and continue even in my absence. This statement is 
made because in the Adventist system, most pastors average about four years with a 
particular congregation. Things have been changing recently and some pastors have 
held tenure up to seven years at a local congregation.. In that short period of time, it is 
very difficult for Adventist ministers to build relationships with local politicians and 
the residents in the community. In short, we are passing through to do a particular 
job; that ts why it is extremely important that whatever is done, it is done to leave a 
legacy that others can benefit from. [t is my belief that it is my job to make a church 
better for the next pastor that will obtain it. Hence the relevance of social justice 
ministry, because in the event that I am called to pastor another church in an obscure 
district the legacy wiil continue despite my absence. The desire is to inspire the laity 
to continue to be abreast and aware of various things that are plaguing the voiceless. 
The project will spark awareness in the local context to ensure and establish 
meaningful dialogue with local community affairs. 

I am also praying that my final project can be beneficial to other ministers not 


Just in the Adventist denomination. Many protestant churches have thrown in the 
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white flag, and are willing to accept things as they are. Then there are other ministers 
who have tried to change things, but because of resistance, they too have raised the 
white flag of surrender. The proposed project should make lives of other ministers a 
bit easier when they are ready to tackle injustice. One of the things that I dislike 
about myself, and about other faith denominations, is that when there is a crisis that is 
when we wake up. The chapter is being written as the nation is witnessing a 
tremendous increase of police brutality on blacks. With the most recent case being 
the non-indictment of Officer Darren Wilson, there is this black consciousness that 
has arisen. The unfortunate truth is that black consciousness rises but dies down after 
several months have passed. As a community, we cannot afford to just have 
emotional responses to injustice, because that really will not get us anywhere. Every 
day there are crimes against the voiceless that go under the radar, and we need a 
group that has been empowered to lend a voice to the voiceless. 

The Lord has provided the burden of social justice, and it can be used as a 
vehicle to help educate young theology majors. Upon completion of the degree, the 
next strategic step is to discuss the project with the president of Oakwood University 
in Huntsville, AL, to pitch an idea to him as it relates to establishing a social justice 
presence within the university. The discussion will be beneficial to begin the 
development of social justice curriculum for theology majors. As of now, there is no 
curriculum in our schools that can teach and prepare young pastors to make an impact 
in churches that are in impoverished communities. The curriculum will definitely 
teach them to see social justice and political issues within the text, and introduce them 


to some of the black scholars who have done some of the most prolific work in that 
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area. Ifa curriculum does not come into fruition, then hopefully, a book will arise 
that would benefit others. 

In summation, | want this process that the Lord is taking me through to make 
me a better person. Not simply a better pastor, but a better father as well. I am aware 
that my daughters will grow up in a world that will shamefully judge them by the 
color of their skin. It is my responsibility to teach others how to navigate in a world 
that expects nothing much from them. My wife and daughters are the first and 
primary flock that God has given to me to protect. I know that my development as a 
man, a father, and a minister will be beneficial to them. I am looking forward to this 
process, and leaving the door wide open to what the Lord wants me to do. I know 


that I may have a plan, but I am quite sure that God has a bigger and better plan. 


CHAPTER TWO 


BIBLICAL FOUNDATIONS 


It is clear that apathy exists within the church as it relates to the necessities within 
the community. The existence of apathy is a direct result of limited biblical education 
and the disconnection exists because of the inability to connect. For many years, the 
theology of charity is sufficient outreach to the community. However, a faulty theology 
that will result in a faulty outcome of the needs of others and creates opportunities to 
increase personal wealth as opposed to creating opportunities to provide outreach. 

The context is a commuter church with the majority of the membership living 
outside of the community and they are not touched with the issues of the community. 
Membership gives the appearance of trafficking into the community once a week for a 
few hours, and then migrating back to their communities for the next six days. In that 
one day the only effort to engage the neighbors is done by a group of maybe ten to fifteen 
people of the congregation that seats approximately five hundred people. 

It is apparent that congregations adopt the personality of leadership and are a 
reflection of their pastors. Therefore, if ministers are trained at institutions that promote 
Eurocentric interpretations of the scriptures; it is almost impossible to use the very same 
texts to speak truth to power. In most instances higher education institutions and 
seminaries have become factories that pump out ministers who are divorced from their 
African heritage in the Word of God. They also become ministers who cannot preach a 
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prophetic word that champions the rights of the marginalized, and tears down systems of 
oppression that exists from within and outside. The goal is to create awareness to the 
local congregation that will expand beyond the four walls to a larger scale. In an attempt 
to educate the masses, which will lead to implementation, the Bible will be used to 
provide the educational framework. Both Old and New Testament scriptures will be 
researched. The Old Testament scripture is Nehemiah 2:1-5 and the New Testament 
scripture is Luke 4:16-18. Both testaments provide a comprehensive spotlight on the 
importance and impact of the necessity to develop outreach programs that will aid the 
community. 
The Old Testament scripture Nehemiah 2:1-5 states, 
In the month of Nisan, in the twentieth year of King Artaxerxes, when wine was 
served him, | carried the wine and gave it to the king. Now, I had never been sad 
in his presence before. So the king said to me, “Why is your face sad, since you 
are not sick? This can only be sadness of the heart.” Then I was very much afraid. 
] said to the king, “May the king live forever! Why should my face not be sad, 
when the city, the place of my ancestors’ graves, lies waste, and its gates have 
been destroyed by fire?” Then the king said to me, “What do you request?” So I 
prayed to the God of heaven. Then I said to the king, “If it pleases the king, and if 
your servant has found favor with you, I ask that you send me to Judah, to the city 
of my ancestors’ graves, so that I may rebuild it.”! 
The Old Testament text is used because of Nehemiah’s concern for his brothers and 
sisters back in Jerusalem. He is in the king’s palace working as a cupbearer, but yet the 
news of the destruction of the walls has propelled him to go help those in need. The 
exegesis of this text will draw attention to several things including: the fact that 
Nehemiah is connected to his history; he is concerned about the destruction; he ts willing 
to depart his current location to assist in building up the community; and he develops an 


infrastructure for the Israelites to inhabit, 


' Biblical citations within this document are from the New Revised Standard Version unless stated 
otherwise, Nehemiah 2:1-5. 


28 


The selected New Testament text is Luke’s account of Jesus in the temple reading 
from the book of Isaiah in Luke 4:16-18. 

So He came to Nazareth, where He had been brought up. And as His custom was, 

He went into the synagogue on the Sabbath day, and stood up to read. And He 

was handed the book of the prophet Isaiah. And when He had opened the book, 

He found the place where it was written: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon Me, 

Because He has anointed Me To preach the gospel to the poor; He has sent Me to 

heal the brokenhearted, To proclaim liberty to the captives And recovery of sight 

to the blind, To set at liberty those who are oppressed; To proclaim the acceptable 
year of the Lord.” 
In this passage Jesus returns to the place of His birth, and chooses to read a passage from 
Isaiah 61:1, 2 and Isatah 58:6. His message is powerful because he describes that His 
ministry on earth is to preach the gospel to the poor, heal the broken hearted, preach 
deliverance to the captives, recovering sight to the blind, to set at liberty those that have 
been bruised, and to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord. 

One can see that from both passages, the individuals in the pericope are 
addressing legitimate needs in the community. The purpose of this chapter is to draw 
attention to the fact that there is a biblical mandate to share with those who are less 
fortunate. The Bible admonishes us that we ought to seek to serve others with the gifts 
that we have. Our capitalistic society has infected us with this insatiable hunger to serve 
ourselves, and to cultivate and capture as many material things that we can in order to 
make the world a better place for ourselves. Our mission has been forgotten, and our 
focus has become blurred. We have been caught up in the web of a false doctrine that 
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has been spewed from the pulpits, that encourages us to “name it and claim it,” “reach out 
and grab it,” “pull it down,” and “it’s your season” instead of a consciousness to 


acknowledge the least of these that are amongst us. The chapter is a careful step by step 


process to interpret the text in its original setting, with specific attention to key words in 
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each passage. After both texts are examined, a context will be bridged from the historical 


biblical setting to the contemporary society. 


Old Testament 

The Book of Nehemiah is named after the author. Scholars suggest that the books 
of Nehemiah and Ezra are to be read together. According to Jewish tradition the books 
are treated as one volume. It is impossible to understand the context of Nehemiah 
without doing some investigation in the Book of Ezra. Although Nehemiah is not 
mentioned in the Book of Ezra we do see, Ezra’s name mentioned numerous times in the 
Book of Nehemiah. Jn order to be true to the text it 1s important that we do not confuse 
the “Nehemiah” mentioned in Ezra 2:2 as the “Nehemiah son of Halchaliah,” who is the 
subject of this Old Testament reflection. 

The major themes are consistent in the Book of Ezra and Nehemiah. Ezra was a 
priest that focused on the renewal of Israel’s spirituality and the law of God. He was also 
very instrumental in the rebuilding of the temple, as well as the purification of the 
children of Israel by prompting them to put away their pagan wives. Historians have 
shown that the children of Israel had acquired many of the customs and traditions of the 
Babylonians while they were in captivity. Ezra’s job was to restore exclusivity, and 
purity amongst the Israelites, by turning them back to the law of the Lord. Nehemiah’s 
primary concern was rebuilding the wails. According to the Andrews University Study 
Bible, “Social action is another important theological topic in Nehemiah...Nehemiah 5 
reminds us that social justice cannot be separated from religious reforms.” In the account 


* jon L. Dybdahl, Andrews Study Bible (Berrien Spring, MI: Andrews University Press, 2010), 
599. 
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written about Nehemiah it is discovered that the work of rebuilding the walls could not 
have been done without the help of those that were in the community. 

There is little information about Nehemiah. All we know is that his name means 
“the Lord Comforted” and he is the son of Hacaliah. The reason for the identification is 
so that readers would not confuse him with the others named Nehemiah. Some scholars 
suggest that Nehemiah came from a royal background, which is why he had the job of the 
cupbearer. This notion was disputed, because there is no evidence to prove it. However, 
it has been proven that Nehemiah was a descendant from the tribe of Judah. Another 
speculation is that Esther recommended Nehemiah for the position. 

The story of Nehemiah opens up in chapter 1:1, “And it came to pass in the month 
of Chisleu, in the twentieth year as I was in Shushan the palace.” The chapter informs us 
that while he was in the palace that his brother Hanani, as well as some other men came 
to visit him. Hanani was not his biological brother, but it was a term that was loosely 
used by other Orientals. However, it is believed that Hanani was part of his family. Upon 
seeing them Nehemiah proceeds to ask them questions. How are the conditions among 
the Jews who had escaped captivity, and Jerusalem? The news that Nehemiah heard 
struck a chord in his heart. Nehemiah |:3 says, “They said to me, “Things are not going 
well for those who returned to the province of Judah. They are in great trouble and 
disgrace. The wall of Jerusalem has been torn down, and the gates have been destroyed 
by fire.” In the next verse the scripture indicates that after hearing this news Nehemiah 
sat down and wept. In fact, for day he spent time morning, fasting, and praying to the 


God of Heaven. 
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Nehemiah works for King Artaxerxes [. He is the third son of Xerxes and 
Amestris, ruler of the Persian from 464-424 BC. The Faith Study Bibie refers to 
Artaxerxes as such: 

The “most remarkable” of all the kings of Persia for a “gentle and noble spirit” 

(Art. 1.1). “Artaxerxes” is the Greek form of the Old Persian artakhsassa, 

meaning “having a kingdom of justice.” “Artaxerxes” was likely a throne name; 

Josephus records that Artaxerxes I’s name before his accession was Cyrus (Ant. 

11.6). According to Plutarch, Artaxerxes I was nicknamed “long-armed” (Greek 

markocheir; Latin longimanus) because his right arm was longer than his left (Art. 

1.1). There were two other Persian kings identified by this name: Artaxerxes II 

(404-358 BC), and Artaxerxes III (359-338 BC).° 
King Artaxerxes received the moniker as “gentle and noble” for his kindness that he 
showed towards Ezra and Nehemiah. Although some theologians would argue that his 
willingness to do this was more providential to him than to the Jews. King Artaxerxes 
felt that it would be better to be an ally, than an enemy to the Israelites. 

It is in this chapter particularly in verse eighteen that we discover Nehemiah’s job 
title. He is known as the cup-bearer to the King. According to the Expositors 
commentary, 

The office held by Nehemiah was not one of political rank. He was a palace slave, 

not a minister of state like Joseph or Daniel. But among the household servants he 

would take a high position. The cup-bearers had a special privilege of admission 

to the august presence of their sovereign in his most private seclusion.* 
Nehemiah was not a politician, but he knew that he had influence. The cup bearers were 
entrusted to protect the king. The cup bearer had to be trusted, because enemies of 


wealth would attempt to bribe them so that they could poison the king. The duty of the 


cupbearer was to taste the wine before it was given to the king. Therefore, the life of the 


3 J, D. Barry, M. S Heise, M. Custis, D. Mangum, and M. M. Whitehead, Faithlife Study Bible 
(Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2012). 


* Walter F. Adeny and Walter Frederic, Expositor’s Bible: Ezra, Nehemiah, and Esther (New 
York, NY: Funk and Wagnalls Company, 2012), Kindle Location 2028-2030. 
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king was invested in the hands of the cupbearer. Only a select few were chosen to be a 
cupbearer. Obviously he was a trusted and good worker for King Artaxerxes. It is safe to 
believe that he was ranked highest among all other cupbearers in the palace. The 
Expositors Commentary elaborates more on this idea, 

Thus the cup-bearers would become "favourites." At all events, it is plain that 

Nehemiah was regarded with peculiar favour by the king he served. No doubt he 

was a faithful servant, and his fidelity in his position of trust at court was a 

guarantee of similar fidelity in a more responsible and far more trying office. 
Nehemiah was distraught by the news of what happened to his kinsmen in Jerusalem. As 
we can see from the text, that although Nehemiah was not in Jerusalem there is a 
legitimate concern for the destroyed walls. The second chapter of Nehemiah, verses one 
through five provide an interpretation in regards to Nehemiah’s desire to leave the palace, 
for pandemonium. 

Chapter two moves from the prayer to God, to the request of King Artaxerxes. 
Verse one says, “And it came to pass in the month of Nisan....” In the previous chapter 
Nehemiah receives the news from Hanani and the brethren in the month of Chislev. 
According to the Hebrew calendar the month of Chislev would reflect the later quarter of 
a calendar year, possibly November or December. The month of Nisan would have been 
March or April. Clearly the time period that Nehemiah got the news, and when he 
decides to approach King Artaxerxes is a span of approximately four months. The time 
of the year is relevant because the month of Nisan as the beginning of the Hebrew 
calendar, which sparks the idea of new beginnings and a fresh start. According to the 
Harper’s Bible Dictionary, 


Nisan, the first month of the OT year. Nisan is an Akkadian loan word and forms 
part of the Babylonian system of lunar month names taken over by the Jews some 


° Adeny and Frederic, Expositor 's Bible, Kindle Location 2028-2030. 
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time after the Exile. Nisan falls in the spring (March-April) and corresponds to the 


earlier Hebrew designation. The festival of Passover is celebrated in mid-Nisan, 

and it also marks the time of Jesus’ crucifixion.® 
Nehemiah seizes this moment as a reminder of God’s delivering hand on behalf of the 
Israelites that were in bondage by the Babylonians. When God removes them from the 
hard labor, he establishes his covenant with Israel as a protector and a God that will never 
abandon them. The month of Nisan for any Israelite will be a reminder of what was, and 
to look forward for great things to come. 

Although Nisan ts a time of renewals and reminders of deliverance and freedom, 
Nehemiah ts still extremely distraught by the news concerning those in Jerusalem. The 
rest of the verse says that it is tn the twentieth year of King Artaxerxes Longimanus. This 
is the same king that appears in the Book of Ezra 7:1. The second half of the verse 
informs us that Nehemiah had took the wine in the presence of the king and gave it to 
him, and then proceeds to say, “Now | had never been sad in his presence before.” The 
Hebrew word for ‘sad’ is ‘y7 (r(¥), it can also mean troubled, miserable, or distressed. J. 
Swanson states that this sadness is, “pertaining to an attitude or emotion of anxiety and 
worry.”’ It is the same grief that is expressed in Psalm 94:13, “That You may give him 
rest from the days of adversity, until the pit is dug for the wicked.” This Psalm is refuge 
for the righteous. The verse points to the fact that there is no repose for those that have 
been attacked by their enemies whether physically or mentally. Nehemiah finds himself 


without rest because the weight he carries deep down inside. However, the concems that 


° Pp, J. Achtemeier, Harper's Bible Dictionary (San Francisco, CA: Harper and Row; Society of 
Biblical Literature, 1985), 709. 


’ J. Swanson, Dictionary of Biblical Languages with Semantic Domains: Hebrew Old Testament 
(Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, 1997). 
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Nehemiah carries for his people is now evident and is expressed within his facial 
emotions. 

The countenance of Nehemiah proposed a grave risk for the cupbearer. It is 
known that a cupbearer could face execution if he were to appear before the king with a 
look of displeasure. Esther 4:2 says, “He went as far as the front of the king’s gate, for 
no one might enter the kings’ gate clothed with sackcloth.” Kings were protected from 
those that were mourning. Through the text we see that Nehemiah’s distress was visibly 
apparent when he appeared before King Artaxerxes. It is suggested that the sadness that 
Nehemiah possessed extends beyond the destruction of the walls, but also the cause of 
the destruction. 

Nehemiah served in the palace c. 444 B.C. Therefore it is safe to believe that the 
news of the destruction of walls in Jerusalem occurred around this time. We should not 
confuse the destruction of the walls with the havoc wreaked by Nebuchadnezzar in 587 
B.C. The timelines don’t agree with each other. The context of the destruction has to be 
read within the context of Ezra 4:7-23. Those verses record a correspondence that was 
written to King Artaxerxes. In the letter local leadership of the Persian administration 
informed the king that the rebuilding of the wall was rooted in rebellion and dissension. 
Ezra 4:12-13 states, 

Let it be known to the king that the Jews who came up from you have come to us 

at Jerusalem, and are building the rebellious and evil city, and are finishing its 

walls and repairing the foundations. Let it now be known to the king that, if this 
city is built and the walls completed, they will not pay tax, tribute, or custom, and 
the king’s treasury will be diminished. 


Immediately the king responds with a decree in verse twenty-one to make these men 


cease from building the walis unti] a command is given by King Artaxerxes. Upon 
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receiving the correspondence we are told that the Persians went up in haste to Jerusalem 
adjacent the Jews, and by force of arms made them cease. The sadness and suffering that 
caught Nehemiah off guard is the mere fact that the cessation of work and the destruction 
of the walls were sanctioned by the very king that he is a cupbearer for. 
One of the results of that siege was the very existence of Nehemiah’s Jewish 
colony in Babylon. Rather, we must iook to the events resulting from the 
correspondence in Ezra 4 :7— 23 and dated in the reign of Artaxerxes I. The 
destruction reported to Nehemiah must have taken place sometime after Ezra’s 
mission in the seventh year of that reign and before the delegation headed by 
Hanani came to Susa. This reconstruction would fully account for Nehemiah’s 
surprise and distress in that he would immediately realize that his Persian master 
was responsible for the condition of Jerusalem and its inhabitants.® 
It must have been difficult for Nehemiah to request of the king to send him to rebuild the 
very thing that he was instrumental in destroying. It must have been difficult for 
Nehemiah to hold these emotions in as he tries to perform his daily chores with a heavy 
heart. According to the New King James Version of verse two, the text says that the king 
notices Nehemiah’s sadness and proceeds to ask him, “Why is your face sad, since you 
are not sick? This is nothing but sorrow of the heart. So | became dreadfully afraid.” The 
New King James Version was the only translation that used the word “dreadfully” to 
describe Nehemiah’s fear in the presence of King Artaxerxes. The English Standard 
Version, New Revised Standard Version, and New International Version all say, “I was 
very much afraid.” Only the more contemporary version like the Message Bible uses the 


word ‘agitated’ instead of ‘dreadful’ or ‘very much.’ According to the Hebrew Bible the 


word used is 8"? (ya-ré(’}), which means, “be frightened, i.c., be in a state of feeling great 


® Mark A. Throntveit, £zra-Nehemiah: Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for Teaching and 
Preaching (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2012), Kindle Location 66-67. 
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distress, and deep concern of pain or unfavorable circumstance.”’ Strong's Concordance 
also uses the synonym “dreadful” to describe the feeling that Nehemiah had in the 
presence of the king. The word ‘agitated’ gives the connotation that Nehemiah became 
angry, annoyed, upset, or perturbed, which has limited validity because a display of 
outward act or emotion before the king could have resulted in execution for Nehemiah. 
The definition of the word can also suggest that the fear represented in verse two is in 
relation to a respect and awe that Nehemiah has for the king. 

It was the visible presence of the sadness in Nehemiah that prompts this 
impromptu dialogue between King Artaxerxes and Nehemiah. In this discussion the 
word sad or sadness is mentioned four times in the dialogue. The king uses the word 
“sorrow” or, ¥(16"), which is only an alternative to the aforementioned y7(ra’). It 1s the 
trouble and distress that motivates him to make his request known to the king. 
Amazingly, the dialogue begins with King Artaxerxes asking Nehemiah, “Why is your 
face sad, since you are not sick? This is nothing but sorrow of heart?” The conversation 
engages in a series of questions, and answers. As each question is asked, Nehemiah 
expresses his displeasure. 

Artaxerxes is depicted as interested and concerned about his court favorite, direct 

and probing in his questioning, and pleased to grant every request. Nehemiah, 

externally, displays proper respect and attention to court etiquette in his responses 
to the king. But as the structure of the passage makes clear, we can observe an 


internal growth in confidence as Nehemiah becomes increasingly assured that 
God has answered his four-month period of prayer affirmatively. '° 


* Swanson, Dictionary of Biblical Languages with Semantic Domains. 
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Nehemiah’s exchange with the king reminds us that his confidence is given because of an 
unseen character who is instrumental in making sure that all the provisions are supplied 
so that the work can move forward. 

In Nehemiah’s exchange with King Artaxerxes, he tells him the reason for his 
sadness. His words are, “Why should not my face not be sad, when the city, the place of 
my fathers’ tombs, lies waste, and its gates are burned with fire.” Nehemiah chooses to 
use ‘city’ instead of ‘Jerusalem,’ scholars suggest that this is because he does not want to 
disclose the location that he wants to rebuild. Nehemiah is passionate when he says “the 
place of my fathers’ tombs, lies waste.’” A more contemporary translation of the text 
would be, ‘the place where my ancestors graves, are destroyed.’ James E. Smith says, 

Nehemiah made no effort to evade the king’s question. He told Artaxerxes that his 

sadness was justifiable in view of the desolate condition of Jerusalem, “the place 

of my fathers’ tombs.” The reference to the tomb was a stroke of genius. Persians 
were paranoid about respect for the dead and proper burial. The phrase evoked 

Immediate sympathy from this monarch who only a few years before had order 

the work of rebuilding Jerusalem to cease.'' 

It’s absolutely clear that Nehemiah is not your average cupbearer, being in the temple of 
the Persians has given Nehemiah insight into the customs and traditions of the Persians. 
To know that they regarded the burial and death of their ancestors was enough to move 
Artaxerxes to grant his request to restore the walls of the Jerusalem. 

It is also important to mention that Nehemiah has a deep connection to his 
ancestry. Warren Wiersbe points to this fact in his work “Be Determined.”’ Warren 
writes, “Nehemiah was the kind of person who cared. He cared about the traditions of the 


past and the needs of the present. He cared about the hopes for the future. He cared about 


his heritage, his ancestral city, and the glory of his God. He revealed this caring attitude 


" JE. Smith, The Books of History Gloplin, MO: College Press, 1995), 172. 


38 


in four different ways.”'*? Nehemiah knew his history. He knew the stories, and traditions 
of his forefathers, which prompted the desire in him to make a difference. It is 
documented that history is very important to the Jewish nation. Today Jewish children 
are encouraged to learn the Torah, and memorize the Psalms. Education is stressed 
heavily amongst the Jews. Historians would point out that every time the Jews went into 
exile their books would be burned. In order to prevent that problem, Jews would commit 
thousands of literature to memory so that their tradition would never be lost. Joseph 
Telushkin says this about modern Jews, “They are Jewishly illiterate. The most basic 
terms in Judaism, the most significant facts in Jewish history and contemporary Jewish 
life, are either vaguely familiar or unknown to most modern Jews, They can tell you the 
three components of the trinity, but have an infinitely harder time explaining mitzvah.” '? 
It is evident that even though Nehemiah was not seen as a religious leader like Ezra, but 
more as a political leader, he still was aware of his ancestry. 

Nehemiah tells the king not only are the graves ruined, but also the city gates have 
been burned with fire. City walls are very important. Walls provide structure, safety, 
and protection. The walls were significant in the protection and preservation of the 
inhabitants. The "Bible Reader’s Companion” elaborates on the walls, “Unwalled cities 
In ancient times had no defense against enemies. More significant at this time, unwalled 
cities were dismissed as insignificant. Thus, for Jerusalem to lack walls was a disgrace to 


the city God had chosen—and brought dishonor to the Lord!”'* Without walls 


2 W.W. Wiersbe, Be Determined (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, 1996), 752. 


' Joseph Telushkin, Jewish Literacy (New York, NY: HarperCollins, 2010), Kindle Location 451- 
453. 


'* Lawrence. O. Richards, The Bible Reader’s Companion (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, 1991), 
315. 
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Jerusalem would be susceptible to attacks from enemy that wanted to seize their land. 
The “Yeacher Bible Commentary” supports this idea as well by stating, “Cities in the 
ancient world were walled for protection. The walls were also symbols: Unwalled cities 
merited contempt. Walled cities were seen as significant. Nehemiah could not stand the 
thought that the city of God should not have walls, and committed himself to rebuild 
them.”'> In our contemporary society walls are equally as important. Walls are used for 
protection, homes have fences, the White House has gates, and states have borders to 
keep unwanted guests out. Nehemiah could not allow himself to work in the palace while 
knowing that Jerusalem lied desolate. 

Now that Nehemiah has stated his case, the king asks him, “What do you want?” 
We are informed in verse four, that before he makes his request known to the king the 
Revised Standard Version says that he “prays to the God of Heaven.” The Hebrew word 
for ‘prayed’ is "??Bpalal it uses the hitpa‘‘él,” which gives it a reflexive stem. The 
reflexive stem informs that the subject acts upon himself and is not prompted by anyone 
or anything. It is also passive in form, which suggests that Nehemiah may have done this 
prayer quickly and underneath his breath. This further shows that Nehemiah would not 
make a move unless God was completely involved in every step of the way. Nehemiah 
does not pray aloud before the king, because the Persians were not worshippers of the 
God of Heaven. In doing so would jeopardize any chance of having his requests granted. 
Throughout the Book of Nehemiah we are informed that he does what’s called prayers of 
action. He prays then proceeds. In this particular verse we discover that he ‘prays to the 


God of Heaven,’ then he answers the king. 


15 Lawrence. O. Richards, The Teacher’s Commentary (Wheaton, EL: Victor Books, 1987), 306. 
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In verse five it says, “If it pleases the king, and if your servant has found favor 
with you, | ask that you send me to Judah, to the city of my ancestors’ graves, so that ] 
may rebuild it,” as recorded tn the English Standard Version. Nehemiah has confidence 
in knowing that since he has prayed extensively and has the strength to make the request, 
the king would grant the request, which is one that he would not grant to another 
cupbearer. Nehemiah requests to go to Jerusalem so that he could ‘rebuild it,’ some 
synonyms for the Hebrew word 732 (banah) can also be, ‘restore,’ ‘establish,’ and 
‘develop buildings.’ Each of these words is synonymous, embody and describe the work 
that Nehemiah wants to do. The definition for all these words provides a deeper 
understanding of his work. One of the definitions for the word ‘restore’ is to repair or 
renovate so as to return to its original condition. To restore the walls tells us that 
Nehemiah is interested in making that which was weak, new and stronger. To ‘establish’ 
the walls means to achieve permanent acceptance or recognition. Therefore Nehemiah’s 
job is to make sure that not only are the walls built, but that it is known by others that the 
walls have been erected. When someone looks to ‘establish’ something, it is basically 
conveying the idea. Last, but definitely not least, are the words ‘rebuild it.’ If we were to 
substitute the ‘rebuild it? with one of these words, we can see that Nehemiah wants to 
develop infrastructure for the Israelites. He is using his God given power to develop, and 
build a city for the Israelites by empowering them to work, and also giving them 


sustaining power to survive on their own. 


4] 


New Testament 

The New Testament text is Luke 4:16-19, which is an account of Jesus reading 
from the Book of Isaiah. Luke is the only gospel that records the words that Jesus read in 
the synagogue. Mark and Mathew tell us Jesus reading in the temple, but we know more 
about his rejection, rather than the cause for the rejection. The New Revised Version 
records the passage as such: 

So He came to Nazareth, where He had been brought up. And as His custom was, 

He went into the synagogue on the Sabbath day, and stood up to read. And He 

was handed the book of the prophet Isaiah. And when He had opened the book, 

He found the place where it was written: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon Me, 

Because He has anointed Me To preach the gospel to the poor; He has sent Me to 

heal the brokenhearted, To proclaim liberty to the captives And recovery of sight 

to the blind, To set at liberty those who are oppressed; To proclaim the acceptable 

year of the Lord.” 
There are a many views in regards to the accuracy of the date and location that the 
Gospel of Luke records. Luke never identifies himself as the author of the book. 
According to the “New International Greek Testament Commentary,” “The Gospel itself 
is anonymous and contains no information which would enable us to identify its author, 
although one may draw some conclusions regarding his milieu and situation.”'® New 
Testament scholars have pointed to Luke as the author of not only the third gospel, but 
also to the book of Acts. Even though he doesn’t identify himself throughout the texts, 
he does make mention of the term “we” in certain passages in the Book of Acts. Craig S. 
Keener uses the “we” as evidence to support the idea that Luke is the author. 

Luke mentions “we” in a way peripheral to the action in passages in Acts 16 and 

20-28; contrary to some scholarly constructs, “we” in historical literature almost 

always meant that the author was present on the occasions specified. Early 


tradition, attested by second-century witnesses and the early title of the book, 
favors Luke, traveling companion of Paul, as the author of Luke-Acts. Although 


'© Howard I. Marshall, The New International Greek Testament Commentary: The Gospel of Luke 
(Grand Rapids, MI: The Paternoster Press, 1978), 33. 
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the case for Luke’s use of medical language has been exaggerated, the presence of 
educated language is consistent with the tradition of Lukan authorship. "7 


The “educated language” of Luke is remarkable; we cannot fail to acknowledge that Luke 
is a purposeful and skilled writer. His classical style of Greek is important to be noted. 

We have already adverted to the classical style of Greek which this Evangelist 

writes—just what might have been expected from an educated Greek and 

travelled physician. But we have also observed that along with this he shows a 

wondertul flexibility of style, so much so, that when he comes to relate 

transactions wholly Jewish, where the speakers and actors and incidents are all 

Jewish, he writes in such Jewish Greek as one would do who had never been out 

of Palestine or mixed with any but Jews. !® 
Luke has a way of communicating in that all readers of his Gospel can leave with a clear 
understanding of the information that he is conveying. His Gospel is said to have been 
written around the destruction of Jerusalem in A.D. 70. He writes to the Greek-speaking 
listeners in the Northern Mediterranean. His audience must have included sophisticated, 
affluent, and very educated people. 

The purpose of the Gospel of Luke is to present the readers with an accurate 
description of Jesus, and the works that he displayed while on earth. Luke records 
instances of Jesus’ life that are particular to his audience. Although is audience consists 
of those that are well to do, Luke is showing that Jesus is concerned with ‘the least of 
these.’ In the book “True to Our Native Land,” say, “Women, the lame, the hungry, and 


those deemed “other” are brought to the forefront by Luke presenting Jesus as one of and 


for the oppressed. Lukan theology is grounded in a Jesus who comes not just to offer 


'’ Craig S. Keener, The [VP Bible Background Commentary (Downers Gove, IL: Intervarsity 
Press, 2014), 77. 
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Bible, vol. 2 (Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, 1997), 95. 


43 


compassion to those who are wounded but to speak to the evil of those who wound.”!” 
The Gospel of Luke is an indictment to all those who perpetuate and strengthen the 
power construct the looks to keep the wheels of oppression turning. The duality of the 
book shows that not only was written as a means to strengthen the early Christians faith 
in Jesus, but it also served as an evangelistic effort to engage a wider audience to follow 
Jesus. The gospel of Luke is to put on display the beauty and grace of Jesus. His message 
iS ae to all those that have been marginalized and ostracized, whether it be because 
of economic or intrinsic social factors. The purpose of the book is summed up in Luke 
19:10, “For the Son of Man came to seek out and to save the lost.” He tells the children 
of Israel in his inaugural speech that he came to bring the gospel to the poor, heal the 
broken hearted, proclaim liberty to the captives, give sight the blind, to give liberation to 
the oppressed, and proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord. 

At Jesus’ first advent, [srael had been under severe oppression from Roman 
rulership. Under this extreme oppression there was extreme poverty. The world in the 
Gospels was separated into two classes, the very rich and the very poor. Obey Hendricks 
alludes to this fact in “The Politics of Jesus,” he says, “Poverty was so widespread that 
the Gospel of Luke portrays Mary as giving thanks to God that among the acts of 
salvation set in motion by the Messiah she carried in her womb would be filling the 
hungry “with good things” (Luke 1:53).*° To take the text in its most literal sense is to 
understand that the coming of the Messiah simply means that He will put an order to all 


things, and establish fairness and equality for the needy. Howard Marshall says, “The 





' B. K, Blount et al., True to Our Native Land: An African American New Testament Commentary 
(Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2007), 148. 
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coming of the kingdom of God should bring about a political and social revolution, 
bringing the ordinary life of mankind into line with the will of God.””*! 

One of the major contributing factors to the poverty in Israel was taxation. Many 
of the laborers in Israel were what we know as the ‘working poor,’ on top of being poor 
they were hit with enormous tax rates, on top of their low income. This system made 
sure that the rich stayed rich while the poor remained poor. High debt can also result in 
dislocation, hunger, and also crime. Barrabas was known as a bandit and an 
insurrectionist, who wanted to steal from the rich and give to the needy. It’s clear that 
because of such social dynamics it would almost force people to turn to crime in order to 


survive. 


In Israe] many were renegades, insurgents, and nationalist guerrillas who rebelled 
against their exploitation at the hand of both the Roman provincial government 
and wealthy Jewish landowners, many who were priests.... Their primary goal 
was economic: to seize booty; and they did so, much and often. But they also had 
a political goal; to disrupt commerce and discredit the ruling class by throwing the 
social order into disarray.” 
Jesus’ appearance on the scene was timely, as we interpret the meaning and the purpose 
of his work. Prior to Jesus’ arrival in the Nazareth, Luke tells us about the ordeal that 
Jesus had while He was in the wilderness. Amazingly in the account with Jesus and 
Satan, we see that Satan offers Jesus power and riches. With the understanding of the 
economic and social dynamics of the times, Satan tries to thwart Jesus from his mission 


to lift the oppressed. If Jesus would have accepted the pleasures of temporal satisfaction, 


the action would have alleviated Jesus’ credibility with the recipients of His ministry. 


*! Marshall, The New International Greek Testament Commentary, 85. 
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After the incident in the wilderness, Luke introduces another scene in the ministry 
of Jesus. He has now come back home of his birthplace Nazareth, to minister in the 
synagogue. Nazareth wasn't a very large village. The village could hardly boast that it 
had more than five hundred residents. In John 1:46 reminds us of this fact when 
Nathaniel boldly says, "Can anything good come from Nazareth?" This question only 
tells us that Nazareth was no Jerusalem or Bethlehem, but it was a small village, and not 
much was expected to come out of there, especially the Messiah of the world. 

Guest Rabbis were often allowed to speak in local synagogues. The order of 
service in the local synagogue generally consisted of a private prayer upon entry into the 
building, and the reading of the Shema. The reading of the Shema was also 
acknowledged as a public declaration of the Jewish faith. More prayers were offered up, 
and then the center of the worship was focused on the reading of the scriptures. In most 
cases a passage from the Pentateuch was read, followed by more prayers. Howard 
Marshall says, that in the first century, "There was at least some freedom of choice of 
prophetic reading in the first century. Following the readings was a prayer, and then came 
a sermon, if there was somebody competent present to give one."*? Luke does not give 
much detail in regards to how Jesus received the opportunity to read in the temple. We 
do not know if He was asked, or if He requested to speak on that Sabbath day. It is most 
certain to believe that there was some excitement to hear Jesus speak. 

The scripture says in Luke 4:16, "When he came to Nazareth, where he had been 
brought up, he went to the synagogue on the Sabbath day, as was his custom. He stood up 
to read." We learn from this text that Jesus is following what he has been taught as a 
child. It was customary to go to the synagogue on the Sabbath day. Jews honor and 


“3 Marshall, The New International Greek Commentary, 181. 
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respect the day of the Sabbath as the most sacred day of the week. They observe the 


Sabbath day as a commemoration of their deliverance from Egyptian bondage, as well as 
a reminder of Jehovah as the Creator of the world. Visiting the synagogue on the 
Sabbath day was not contrary to any system that the Jews upheld. The problem is that 
Sabbath observance became perverted and legalistic amongst the Jews. The Sabbath ts a 
day of God's rest from all creation. It is an invitation from God to join in Him in rest. 
Not only was it a day to rest from labor, but it was also a time to reflect and share with 
neighbors. Walter Brueggemann says, "Sabbath is a practical divestment so that 
neighborly engagement, rather than production and consumption, defines our lives."”* 
Jesus understands the true meaning of the Sabbath. It is a day that God used for 
liberation of the oppressed. Isaiah 58:6, 7 says, 
Is not this the fast that I choose: to lose the bonds of injustice, to undo the thongs 
of the yoke, to let the oppressed go free, and to break every yoke? Is it not to 
share your bread with the hungry, and bring the homeless poor into your house; 
when you see the naked, to cover them, and not fo hide yourself from your own 
kin? 
In verse thirteen God tells Isaiah to inform the Israelites not to use the Sabbath for their 
own personal gain or advancement. The works of Jesus always involved delivering 
whosoever will from bondage, and establishing them with their rightful place in society. 
“True to Our Native Land’ indicates, 
The Sabbath must serve not only as a period of physical rest but as a time of 
spiritual work and worship. This worship must also include addressing the 


political and social needs of humankind. Jesus is the fulfillment, the completion of 
this holistic ideology.” 


*4 Walter Brueggemann, Sabbath as Resistance (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 
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The mandate is that we are invited to make the world a better place for others, and simply 
for ourselves. The selfishness of the false Sabbath that is kept by so many has left us 
blind to the needs of the man lying by the roadside. Bruce Birth reminds us, 

Thus Sabbath rest is to be available to all regardless of wealth or class, available 

to animals as well as humans (Ex. 20:10), reminding us of our common 

participation and worth as part of God’s creation. Since we live in a world of 
inequalities, Sabbath then becomes a reminder that this is not as God intended 

it.7° 
The same text tells us that Jesus “stood up to read,” because nothing good was expected 
to come from Nazareth. Like most overlooked poor ghettos it is amazing when one 
cracks glass ceiling. Craig S. Keener says, "Literacy varied from one place to another in 
antiquity, but many estimate that on average only ten percent of the population could read 
and write on any significant level."*’ He goes on to say, "More would be able to recite 
lines of Torah from memory than to read and understand it, but Jesus here is able to read 
and expound."*® How impactful it must have been to see Jesus, a man from their village, 
not only stand up read, but explain the scriptures in such a profound way that all who 
listened could understand. 

Jesus reads from the Book of Isaiah 61:1 whereas it says, 

The spirit of the Lord God is upon me, because the Lord has anointed me; he has 

sent me to bring good news to the oppressed, to bind up the brokenhearted, to 

proclaim liberty to the captives, and release to the prisoners; to proclaim the year 


of the Lord’s favor, and the day of vengeance of our God; to comfort all who 
mourn. 


*° Bruce C. Birch, Let Justice Roll Down: The Old Testament, Justice, and Christian Life 
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By Jesus reading from Isaiah he is establishing himself as a fulfillment of Old Testament, 
and an extension of the ministries of Elijah and Elisha. Whereas both of these men spent 
much of their time traveling and ministering to those that were in need. 
Jesus' message 1s brought first of all to the people of his home town. But when 
Jesus goes on to speak by implication of the preaching of the gospel and the 
performance of mighty works among the gentiles, Nazareth begins to take on the 
symbolical meaning of the Jewish nation. So the narrative takes on a more than 
literal significance; it becomes a paradigm not merely of the ministry of Jesus but 
also of the mission of the church.” 
Therefore, based upon the mission of the church is to bring good news to the oppressed, 
bind up he broken hearted, proclaim liberty to the captives, and release prisoners. “Jesus 
identified himself in the synagogue as God's anointed one, the Messiah, whose vocation it 
is to proclaim to the poor, the blind, the captives, and the oppressed the good news of the 
inauguration of the ‘year of the Lord's favor,’ when justice-in-shalom will reign.”*° 
Jesus proclaims that, "the Spirit of the Lord is upon me." The Spirit of God gives 
Him the liberty to fulfill the mission of bringing restoration and healing to wounded 
people. Listeners in the synagogue and readers of Luke's gospel would be reminded of 
the events that lead to this moment in the synagogue. When Jesus was baptized (Luke 
3:21-22) the Holy Ghost descended on Him, as an act of the Spirit of God's anointing. 
Now, inside of the temple before the listeners Jesus makes this public by proclaiming that 
the Spirit of the Lord is upon me because he has anointed me to do the following acts. 
The anointing of the Spirit of Jesus gives credence to not only the message that is 


preached, but also to the work that will be done for those that fit the criteria. He is here 


to "preach the gospel to the poor." The New Revised Standard Version as well as other 


*? Marshall, The New International Greek Commentary, 178. 


*° Nicholas Wolterstorff, Justice: Rights and Wrongs (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
2010), 117. 
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translations substitute "preach" with "prociaim." He is here to preach "the gospel." 
Most people would define the word ‘gospel’ as 'good news about Jesus.’ Other definitions 
can be "glad tidings" or "news of victory." Mark 1:1 says, "The beginning of the gospel 
of Jesus Christ, the Son of God." In the book, “Say to this Mountain,” Mark's Story of 
Discipleship, we are offered an alternative definition to this word 'gospel’: 


Gospel was a term associated with Roman propaganda. News of a military victory 
on the far-flung frontiers of the Pax Romana, or of the accession to power of a 
new emperor, was trumpeted as "glad tidings” throughout the empire. Caesar was 
eulogized as a "divine man" on coins and in emperor-cults. In contrast, Mark 
offers decidedly non-imperial "good news" about Jesus of Nazareth, a Jewish 
"Christ". By using such rhetoric, Mark was engaging the struggle for hearts and 
minds through the popular media of the Mediterranean world."*! 


When the gospel was preached, or spoken of it have those that were reading it in 
anticipation of something was to come. Jesus in this text stands as one giving "news of 
victory" to the poor. The poor in this passage represents those that are in desperate need 
for deliverance from systems of oppression that were marginalizing them. Jesus gives 
them hope, and a voice. He stands in the temple as a hero that rises up from their 
community seeks to bring justice upon those that are abusing the weak. Obery Hendricks 
delves deeper into the idea of poverty in “/srael and the Ministry of Jesus,” by stating, 


So deep and so debilitating was the effect of impoverishment on the psycho-- 
emotional health of his people that Jesus found it necessary to explicitly affirm 
their worth with the validation "Blessed are you who are poor" (Luke 6:20). And 
when his disciples asked him how and what to pray for, he told them to keep the 
poverty and hunger of the people in Israel in view y praying: 'Give us this day our 
daily bread’ (Matthew 6:11). And to give the people hope in the face of their 
profound poverty, Jesus himself modeled the largesse that God's kingdom of 
justice promised on the occasions when he fed the thousands who had gathered to 
hear him share his vision of God's kingdom.” 


*! Ched Myers et al., Say to This Mountain: Mark’s Story of Discipleship (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis 
Books, 1996), 6. 


*? Hendricks, The Politics of Jesus, 62-63. 
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The poor in this text can also refer to those of "little value." Clearly the ‘poor’ in this text 
is no different than the poor in today’s society. Since they have no money we often deem 
them as having no value, or as individuals who have nothing to offer. Sharon Ringe, 


expounds on the idea of the poor in her work, “Jesus, Liberation, and the Biblical 


Jubilee.” She says, 


The poor (hoi pt6choi) are mentioned in several contexts in the Synoptic Gospels. 
Those contexts underline the importance of ‘the poor’ in Jesus’ ministry and in 
his identity as the Christ. They also expand the meaning of the ‘the poor’ to 
include people who are socially outcast or physically disabled, as well as people 
who are economically disadvantaged. Among these ‘poor,’ then, God’s saving 
actively is being manifested.*° 


In Luke's gospel Jesus is seen here as the one being a voice for the voiceless and 
reestablish a value system that is not based on monetary gains, but simply based on the 
fact that they are children of God. 

Jesus 1s sent "to preach deliverance to the captives." In modern translations Luke 
omits the phrase "te heal the broken hearted." Although the manuscript in Isaiah has that 
phrase Luke chooses to omit it from his manuscript. It is left unknown as to why Luke 
chose to do so, unless he felt that it was either repetitive or there was no need for it to 
make his point. Hendrikson gives two possibilities: 


(a) Luke's intention was not to reproduced the entire haphtara (selection from the 
prophets) but only the words used by Jesus as the text for his sermon; 

(b) correctly interpreted, the reference to "the poor" to whom the good news must 
be proclaimed made a further statement about "the broken-hearted" not absolutely 


necessary.“ 


3 Sharon Ringe, Jesus, Liberation, and the Biblical Jubilee (Philadelphia, PA: Fortress Press, 
1985), 51. 


4 William Hendrikson, New Testament Commentary: Exposition of the Gospel of Luke (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 1996), 253. 
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Based on his explanation it appears that Luke is describing the fact that because they a 
poor, and destitute that leaves them broken hearted. 

Jesus comes to ‘preach deliverance to the captives.’ Here we see the liberating 
element to Jesus' sermon in the synagogue. His anointing by the Spirit has giving him the 
authority to deliver the captives. The ‘captives’ in this use of the Greek can be translated 
as ‘prisoners of war.’ Jesus has come to set free those that have been conquered. The 
“Greek English Lexicon of the New Testament defines the captives as such: 


aiyuc&Aw@toc: one who has been taken captive in war—‘captive, prisoner of war.’ 
ONEGTAAKEV LE KNPVGAL aiyLAaAMtoIG G@eot “he has sent me to proclaim liberty to 
the captives’ Lk 4:18. In Lk 4:18 aiypd&Awtos occurs on two levels: (1) in the 
literal sense of ‘being a captive of war’ and (2) in the broader sense of referring to 
all those who are oppressed by foreign domination.” 


The key words in that phrase are “foreign domination." To ignore Roman occupation 
would be to do a grave injustice to the text and its contextual meaning. The Israelites 
were dominated and oppressed by strict laws that were handed down from Caesar. They 
were ill-treated in their own land by foreign occupants. Richard Cassidy says, "In 
referring to Jesus' social and political stance, our intention 1s to emphasize that Jesus 
responded not only to the social situation of the poor, the infirm, and the oppressed, but 
also to the policies and practices of the political leaders of his time.”*© They were literally 
prisoners of war in their own land. They are forced to live under the oppressive hand of 


the Roman government, and they cannot break free. 


*° J. P. Louw and EF. A. Nida, Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament: Based on Semantic 
Domains, vol. 1 (New York, NY: United Bible Societies, 1996), 551. 


*° Richard Cassidy, /esus, Politics, and Societv: A Study on the Book of Luke (Eugene, OR: Wipf 
and Stock Publishers, 1978), 20. 
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The goal of the text is to “recover sight to the blind.” If we are to interpret this 
text as we have in the past as work that Jesus will do literaily and spiritually, then it is 
safe to assume that Jesus is opening eyes to expose injustice. Throughout the Gospel of 
Luke he writes about instances when Jesus actually gave sight to those that are blind. “Go 
and tell John what you have seen and heard: the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, 
lepers are cleansed, and the deaf hear, the dead are raised up, the poor have good news 
preached to them. And blessed is he who takes no offense at me (Luke 7:22-23).” 

William Hendrikson argues that “recovery of the sight to the blind” should not be 
exegete independently from “to set at liberty those who are oppressed.” As the Lukan 
account records. the fact that Jesus is reading from the scroll of Isaiah, it he adds 
“recovery of sight to the blind” to the text. Isaiah does not mention that phrase. 
Hendricks reconciles to the phrases, the transition from one idea—the opening of the 
prison—to the other—the recovery of sight—is then explained by pointing out that when 
men bound in dark dungeons are set free, they again see the light of day, and in that sense 
their eyes are opened.”*’ He is stressing the idea that a part of Jesus’ mission is to 
recover, or give back the twenty-twenty vision to those that have been trapped. A 
renewal of mind, body, and soul, which brings them to a level consciousness that speaks 
to the ills of society. 

Scholars attribute “to set at liberty those who are oppressed” to Isatah 58:6. In its 
context Isaiah tells Israel these words, “Is this not the fast that I have chosen: To loose the 
bonds of wickedness, To undo the heavy burdens, To let the oppressed go free, And that 
you break every yoke? The oppression that Isaiah speaks of gives us the impression of 
individuals who are being crushed, or mashed like a grape. Isaiah points out the fact that 


37 Hendrikson, New Testament Commentary, 253. 
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God is not interested in their rituals, or festivals of false piety. He is more encouraged 
about what you do for others. Jesus reads this text before the people, because Pharisees 
and Sadducees exalted the traditions of men over the commands of God (Mark 7:8). 


Fasting and following religious rituals will not manipulate God into showing 
favor. He is more concerned with the motivation of the heart than the outward act. 
Oppressing the poor and weak of society, and burdening them with slavery, is the 
opposite of what they should be doing. God’s desire for social justice is a familiar 
theme in the prophets, especially the book of Amos.°° 


Jesus carries over this message from Isaiah because he is intentional about deliverance 
and freedom for the poor and disenfranchised. He not only physically releases them, but 
he offers a spiritual uplifting through his preaching and ministering. The “IVP 
Commentary” refers to it as, “Being under demonic oppression is like being trapped in a 
prison of pain, and despair. Jesus offers release from such pain and dark despair. This is 
what his miracles pictures and point to, the reality beyond the act of the miracle (1 1:14- 
23).”°? He brings hope and salvation to a people that have had their backs against the 
wall. Jesus is known and seen as the great liberator. 
Jesus is the fulfillment of God's longing to have “someone intervene” by bringing 
justice into the earth. The radicality of Jesus' words and intentions have not gone 
unnoticed: the fact that the word for “poor” denotes a class identity: that the 
“prisoners” are those unjustly imprisoned, including the many political prisoners 
Rome kept in hell holes and those reduced to debt because of economic 
exploitation; that the “oppressed” cannot but refer to the people of Judea and 
Galilee oppressed by the crushing weight of the Roman Empire.” 


He provides them with previews of the work that He shall implement during his short 


walk on earth. By referring to the Isaiah the fifty-eight chapter, Jesus is alluding to the 


8 Barry et al., Faithlife Study Bible (Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2012). 


*? Darrel L. Bock, The [VP New Testament Commentary Series: Luke (Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity Press, 1994}, 90. 


*© Curtiss Paul DeYoung and Allan Aubrey Boesak, Radical Reconciliation: Beyond Political 
Pietism and Christian Quietism (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2012), Kindle Location 1063-1067. 


54 


fact that Israel has not lived up to his mission. They have failed each other by not 
fulfilling what God requires of them. 
Jesus then tells them it is “time to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord.” 
These words are reminiscent of the jubilee year. This is God's year to act. The Jubilee 
Year always came with the liberation and emancipation of salves. It was also atime in 
which all debts were cancelled (Lev. 25). In the book the “Biblical Jubilee and the 
Struggle for Life’ it states, 
To let the oppressed go free,’ should be interpreted not only in terms of the 
specific Sabbath-Jubilee mandate to free the Israelite slaves but also in the larger 
sense of developing a social reality within which the conditions leading to slavery 
through debts and loss of land would be reversed. Similarly, we may suggest that 
‘the acceptable year of the Lord’ or ‘the year of the Lords’ favor’ that Jesus 
proclaimed as the coming of God’s reign was no longer strictly one year in seven 
or one year in fifty but a new age of perpetual liberty for all God’s people from 
every kind of oppression.*! 
It is not definite if the year that Jesus spoke was actually a jubilee year, but it is clear that 
the listeners knew explicitly what Jesus meant when He said those words. Craig Keener 
says, “That Luke ends the quote on a note of salvation is probably intentional, but his 
readers who know Scripture well would know how the passage continues (speaking of 
judgment).””” Jesus came to restore the whole mind, body, and soul of the individual. 
Jubilee was a pardon for all people, but especially it was a remembrance for those that 
‘had,’ to help free those who did not ‘have.’ The jubilee had three main elements: liberty 


or release, restoration or return, and justice. Liberty means, “Do not control or use other 


people. Set them free.” Restoration includes “returning land to its family, and people to 


“' Ross Kinsler and Gloria Kinsler, The Biblical Jubilee and the Struggle for Life: An Invitation to 
Personal, Ecclesial, and Social Transformation (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2000}, 175. 


42 Keener, The IVP Bible Background Commentary, 190. 
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their land.” Justice means “fairness when calculating the price for a temporary sale.”*” 
Charles Bradford refers to this passage of scripture as a type of authentic liberation 
theology. He says, “The Messiah Jesus came preaching an authentic theology of 
liberation. The message of Jesus, both radical and revolutionary, promised freedom to the 
nations—total freedom. He makes the Sabbath the sign of his liberation and 
independence.”*? Jesus promises to those his listeners as he reads from a Messianic 
passage that He is the Messiah that will restore and make all things new. 
The goal is to see people restored to being what God created them to be: people 
who understand that they are created in the image of God with the gifts, abilities, 
and capacity to make decisions and to effect change in the world around them; 
and people who steward their lives, communities, resources, and relationships in 


order to bring glory to God. These things tend to happen in highly relational, 
process-focused ministries more than in impersonal, product-focused ministries.‘ 


5 
Only through Jesus can this sort of restoration be made through building relationships 
and advocacy, then true freedom be obtained (John 8:36; Gal. 5:1; Col 1:13, 14). 

It is evident that from both texts we see restoration and renewal from two 
figureheads that have compassion and concern for the marginalized. Nehemiah which ts 
seen more as a political figure, versus as a spiritual leader puts himself in harm’s way to 
rebuild the wall in Jerusalem. Jesus, on the hand embodies not just a spiritual role, but a 
political role in his work that was done on earth. 

It was discovered that both of these men were in a position to provide something 
that their listeners needed so desperately, which was hope. Nehemiah engages King 


*’ Brubacher Gordon, Principles of Jubilee in the Old Testament, and for the Enduring Community 
of Faith: Holy Land Hollow Jubilee (London, UK: Melisende, 1999), 35-36. 


44 Douglas Morgan, The Peacemaking Remnant: Essays and Historical Documents (Kearney, NE: 
Morris Publishing, 2005), 37. 
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Artaxerxes to return to Jerusalem to rebuild the walls. His motive for doing it is because 
the walls have been burnt down, and the place where his ancestors’ graves are ruined. 
Nehemiah is familiar and knows about the rich heritage that has ancestors have left for 
him. Clearly he was taught these things from an early age. He feels that it his mission 
and responsibility to do something. Nehemiah represents those that who do not live in 
the area of ruins, but yet they feel compelled to go help restore. All too often pastors and 
members have lost sense of responsibility for those that are marginalized. Assumptions 
are developed from various perspectives including experience as a pastor. When a person 
does not have a solid education of their rich heritage, they can suffer because of the lack 
of knowledge and false information can enter into the mainstream mindset. The theology 
within the Adventist church has been a theology that has divorced the rich history of the 
African presence in the Bible. Dr. Lester McCorn acknowledges that this problem is not 
simply within the Adventist, but there is a problem within the black church. He says, 
“Many Black Churches have become indifferent, if not hostile, to the persons who dwell 
in the very neighborhoods in which their edifices are located. The church should be a 
necessary ally and agent of liberation for poor, struggling, and fractured families.“ With 
the absence of the African presence comes a lack of concern for the least of these. If 
ministers cannot use the scriptures to identify themselves in the word, then they cannot 
use that same word to uplift others. As a result churches reflect the attitudes and beliefs 
of the minister. Therefore, if that ethic is not within the minister’s core, then we can only 


expect to see more churches that are apathetic towards the struggle. 


*© Lester Agyei McCorn, Standing on Holy Common Ground (Chicago, IL: MMGI Books, 2013), 
46, | 
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My theology was void of the fact that there is no need for a social gospel. Instead 
I and others were encouraged to only view the scriptures in a spiritual sense rather than in 
a literal sense. Nehemiah is motivated to act out of a respect for his ancestry. Ministers 
and lay people should be motivated to act, because of their ancestry. Great people like 
Martin Luther King, Jr., Malcolm X, Adam Clayton Powell, Frederick Douglas, W.E.B 
Dubois are just a few of those that have put themselves on the front lines, so that others 
could enjoy the current liberties of today. There must be a theology in us that sees 
ourselves in them. Not only a theology that sees ourselves in them, but also a theology 
that humbles us so that we could learn from them as well. 

The second part of Nehemiah's goal to rebuild the walls in Jerusalem was the fact 
that he used his position as a cupbearer to influence the king to grant permission to 
rebuild the walls. It is vital to realize that the rebuilding of the walls were much more 
significant than just erecting bricks. Rebuilding the walls, meant to develop 
infrastructure and security for Jerusalem. Walls are always known to keep unwanted 
visitors from conquering and pillaging communities. By Nehemiah rebuilding the walls 
he is essentially developing a system for the children of Israel to have safety and 
structure. It is evident that in impoverished communities that the wall of safety and 
infrastructure have been destroyed. Since these walls are broken down all manner of 
destructive forces have been forcing their way into the community. Impoverished 
communities are plagued with businesses that look only to keep poor people poor, and 
oppress them further. Examples of these businesses are fast food restaurants, liquor 
stores, pawn shops, payday, and car title loan shops. There is no safety and peace, these 


people develop their ‘walls’ in these communities, and only take from the poor, but never 
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give back. Instead we should be motivated to develop businesses that give back to our 
communities, hospitals, housing, banks, and clinics. 

Nehemiah also gave the people in the community jobs to help rebuild the walls. 
Although he faced opposition from those that were within the camp, yet he was still 
determined to proceed with the plan because he had gotten confirmation from God. 
Often times we allow that one voice to turn into a concerted effort to prevent progress. 
Nehemiah was driven by compassion to restore a community that had been destroyed. 
The research is designed to put a fire and concern in ministers to mobilize our 
parishioners to help restore and rebuild that which is broken. As pastors, preachers and 
teachers there is a responsibility to use the positions that God has given to us, to do the 
work for them. The expectation to serve those who have been marginalized should be 
fulfilled despite the fact that pastors, preachers, teachers live within or outside of the 
destitute communities. 

In the account of Jesus, we find embodied in his work the same as Nehemiah. 
The scripture told us that Jesus is returning to his hometown, Nazareth. Instead of 
overlooking his tiny village, Jesus knows and understands that it is most important that he 
visits them at the local synagogue. Nazareth wasn’t a large city like the other more 
prominent ones, but that does not negate the fact that the inhabitants are not special. He 
stood up in the temple and read. As we discovered in the exegesis, that literacy was very 
low in poor communities. If you can imagine this, the act of Jesus standing up to read 
had to be empowering to those that were in the synagogue on that Sabbath day. Picture if 
you will, Jesus, a man who looks like us, and is where we are from is not only reading 


scriptures, but He is explaining it so that they can understand. 
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Jesus in that text represents the second class of people who can contribute in the 
fight for justice and equality. He stands as one who Is from the impoverished 
community. Instead of leaving the community to do work elsewhere, He circles back to 
Nazareth to announce His earthly work. He declares that the Spirit of God is upon him, 
in other words the Spirit of God has enabled Him to do this work. Like Nehemiah, Jesus 
is driven by God’s Spirit. Jesus reads a messianic passage from the book of Isaiah 61:1, 
2, and Isaiah 58:6. The message is counter-cultural because Jesus not only stands as a 
priest and king, but He is also prophetic. The passion of God to do a work of justice, 
because He understands the oppression that they are facing. The message is to ‘preach 
the gospel, release the captives, give sight to the blind, and set the oppressed free. All of 
which speak of social justice, and political activism. Roman had strict sanctions upon 
Israel, which made them prisoners in their own land. Jesus comes to lift weight off of 
them through healing and teachings. Jesus made great strides and impact on the poor. He 
was disrupting the so called order of things in Jerusalem. You had Jews who were in 
cahoots with the Romans who were making meaningful gains by working for them. 
Jesus preaches from Isaiah as an indictment on the Israelites that were oppressing their 
own kinsmen, and that judgment has come upon them. 

The jubilee had become something that was forgotten by the Jews, and Jesus 
reminds them of their roots. He ends his proclamation by saying, “to proclaim the 
acceptable year of the Lord,’ the jubilee had come, the freedom that you have been 
Jonging has finally arrived. The Jubilee in its core call for remission of debts, restoration 
of land, sabbatical rest for land an human beings, and release from economic siavery.*’ 


*’ Jacob Milgorm, Jubilee: A Rallying Cry for Today's Oppressed, Holy Land Hollow Jubilee: 
God, Justice and the Palestinians (London, UK: Melisende, 1999), 233. 
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Jesus shows us that justice is a major component of his work. Charity is awesome since 
it provides a band-aid for wounds, but justice on the other hand is the ointment that heals 
the wounds. The book “Yo Serve this Present Age” gives us a solid definition between 


charity and justice. 


In contrast, justice seeks to maintain a system of equality without out partiality. 
That is, it seeks right treatment. Unlike charity alone, justice is not limited to 
reacting in order to fulfill a material real need such as food. Justice seeks right 
systemic relationships from the get-go. That is, "social justice focuses on basic 
causes of oppression, inequity, and disenfranchisement. It seeks to change public 
policy and public priorities. It works to empower people to take inittatives in ways 
that are positive and constructive. The movement for social justice understands 
that oppressed people have strengths, skills, cultural assets, and the responsibility 
to act corporately for their own common good. Where charity 1s reactive to 
specific material needs, justice is more proactive, working for changes in systems 
that create such needs.** 


Often times when Jesus would heal an individual He tell them to go show themselves to 
the priests in the temple (Luke 5:14, Luke 17:14). The temple was known as the place 
where individuals who were sick were reinstated tnto citizenship. If you were not a 
citizen you were cut off from life’s basic necessities. Clearly not only did Jesus heal 
people, but he gave them their voice back. He used his voice as their voice, and sought 
no personal gain from them. It also important to note that Jesus makes his proclamation 
on the Sabbath day, as a means to say that the Sabbath was created to serve others. The 
Jews had used the Sabbath as an excuse to exclude themselves from the poor with their 
religious shows. 


The Sabbath points to the fact that victims celebrate God’s triumph in the midst of 
their struggle against injustice and evil. The Sabbath does not happen at the end 


#8 Danielle L. Ayers and Reginald W. Williams Jr., To Serve This Present Age: Social Justice 
Ministries in the Black Church (Valley Forge, PA: Judson Press, 2013), Kindle Location 185-188. 
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of the week only, but transpires with our deep awareness of God’s presence in 
trouble. In this sense, the Sabbath is not a particular day, but rather awareness.* 


9 
Jesus shows that the Sabbath is inclusive, and not exclusive. It was a day in which all 
were to be equal, and that we ought to be moved to help those who cannot help 
themselves. For the Pharisees and Sadducees the Sabbath became the most burden-some 
day of the week. They would fast and walk around in sackcloth as a means to show their 
religious piety. Not only were they putting on these so called religious rituals, they were 
also using the temple as a means to exploit and take from the poor. We read in the 
gospels, of Jesus overturning the tables and then inviting the blind and the lame inside for 
healing (Matt. 21:14). 

Jesus and Nehemiah both offer exactly what 1s needed in many communities 
today, including the immediate context. That is a push to see, remember, to restore, and 
rebuild. Not only walls, but to rebuild lives. They both represent individuals that sought 
to make the world a better place for others and not simply for themselves. If clergy and 
parishioners would find within themselves a theology that is concerned about “the least 
of these that are amongst us,” it would break the cycle of allowing others to come in and 
conquer us and our people. Our churches are in some of the most decrepit and debilitated 
neighborhoods, but yet we are comfortable in erecting these fabulous houses of worship 
that will only serve ourselves. We are too complacent when it comes to driving past 
shops of exploitations, and then driving back home. We must seek to end it, by any 
means possible. The power that was available to Nehemiah and Jesus ts the same power 
that is available to us as well. Nehemiah and Jesus used prayer, and the Spirit of God 


was unleashed for them. The Spirit was unleashed, because they wanted to use the power 


* Andrew Sung Park, From Hurt to Healing: A Theology of the Wounded (Nashville, TN: 
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from God to help others. Until a selfish motive is removed from our hearts, then we will 


begin to see that change that is so desperately needed in our world. 


CHAPTER THREE 


HISTORICAL FOUNDATIONS 


In this chapter some of the issues within the Adventist theology will be revealed 
that contribute to apathy towards a social justice gospel. One of the most defining 
moments in U.S. history was the Civil Rights Movement. During that movement, the 
covers of racism were stripped off of social mores; and people, once having lived on the 
margins of society, fought for equality. Many black religious leaders and church 
members were actively involved in the fight for justice, yet there remained plenty of 
religious organizations that did not want to be involved. Using scripture to rattonalize 
their position, they remained dormant and docile during the fight for fairness, equal 
opportunities, and justice. 

The Adventist church organization did not choose to be quiet or neutral, but it has 
been documented that many ministers were vocal about not getting involved with 
marches or anything political. The understanding of this non-involvement has to arise 
from a faulty theology that stems from a “God will take care of all things” thinking. This 
type of theology has been engrained within the fabric of the Seventh-day Adventist 
church from the pews and even into the classrooms. There were some black ministers 
who did march, and who did speak up, against injustice, but many of those mcidents have 
gone undocumented. The Adventist church, as a worldwide body has always tried to 


appear neutral in political affairs. 
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Although in recent years things have drastically changed, and more Adventist 
ministers have become more vocal, but there is still a lot of work to do. With the boom 
of the Internet age, and the easy access to information it has pushed some ministers, 
predominantly black to be vocal about injustice. With the untimely deaths of Danroy 
Henry, Oscar Grant, Trayvon Martin, Eric Garner, Michael Brown, and Jordan Davis has 
pushed a younger generation not to be quiet. Recent elections have invited and motivated 
younger Adventists to be more actively involved in politics with the recent elections. 
From witnessing America elect it’s first African American president, to living through 
the Bush era, and as well as being products of Reaganomics has spawned a turning of the 
tide towards a consciousness of a social justice gospel, as well as ministries. 

The framework of this chapter will explore the roots of the Seventh-day Adventist 
Movement and the era in which they came into existence. The integration and 
segregation had a lot of influence on the structure of this church. Early Seventh-day 
Adventist (SDA) church pioneers were products of their environment, which framed the 
ideas for their thoughts and views of the scriptures. A faulty foundatton leads to a faulty 
interpretation of the texts, and thus produces faulty rhetoric from the pulpit. 

The basis of my dissertation focuses on the lack of involvement the Adventist 
church has during moments of civil crisis in America. Particularly focusing on those that 
are victims of injustice and are forced to live on the margins of society. Most ministers 
within the denomination either don’t know, or despise a liberation theology. We have 
one school that is a Historically Black College or University (HBCU), but yet still that 
school does not have a black theology or social justice curriculum. There are classes on 


prophecy, but not on prophetic preaching that speaks truth to power. 
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Though stated earlier that more ministers are becoming vocal about acts of justice 
and treating peoples needs as holy, the over-arching theology of the church and 
organization does not support or adhere to social justice or anything political. The body 
is comfortable with a theology that believes that Jesus will fix all things when He returns, 
until then we must deal heavily with proclaiming preaching that is concerned with 
looking to the future instead of seeing the problems in the present. This phenomenon is 
not unique only to the Adventist church, but there are other major church bodies that 
believe these same ideas. 

Historically, before church members were officially called Adventists, they were 
simply just followers of the principles of William Miller and the Millerites. William 
Miller was a Baptist preacher in the mid-nineteenth century. His desire for studying and 
learning the scriptures was ignited during the rise of the second Great Awakening circa 
1790-1820. During this time, William Miller began to examine his life and question his 
existence through a careful evaluation and study of the scriptures. According to George 
Knight, 

His method of Bible study was to compare scripture with scripture in a 

methodical manner. ‘I commenced with Genesis,’ Miller wrote, ‘and read verse 

by verse, proceeding no faster than the meaning of the several passages should be 
so unfolded, as to leave me free from embarrassment.... Whenever I found any 
thing obscure, my practice was to compare it with all collateral passages; and by 
the help of CRUDEN [’ s Bible concordance], I examined al] the texts of 

Scripture in which were found any of the prominent words contained in any 

obscure portion. Then by letting every word have its proper bearing on the subject 
of the text, if my view of it harmonized with every collateral passage in the Bible, 
it ceased to be a difficulty’ (A& D 6).! 


William Miller’s study lead him to the book of Daniel, particularly verse 8:14: “Unto two 


thousand and three hundred days; then shall the sanctuary be cleansed.” Miller adopted 


' George Knight, A Brief History of Seventh-day Adventists (Hagerstown, MD: Review and Herald 
Publishing Association, 2013), Kindle Location 165, 
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the “day- year” principle according to the interpretation of Numbers 14:34 and Ezekiel 


4:5, 6. A day equals a year according to Bible prophecy, so that means that the 2300 days 
in Danie] 8:14 are really 2300 years before the sanctuary is cleansed. Through his 
studies, Miller determined that the decree given by King Artaxerxes to rebuild and restore 
Jerusalem in 457 B.C. (Ezra 7:1-27) was the beginning of the 2300 hundred days. When 
you add 2300 days (years), to 457 B.C. it will bring you to the year 1843. Miller, as well 
as others, believed that Christ would return in 1843. 

This conviction led William Miller and many other preachers to evangelize and 
tell the world about the soon return of Jesus Christ. They created a newsletter called the 
Midnight Cry, in connection with preaching campaigns to wake up New York City about 
the coming judgment upon the earth. The return of Jesus would be known as the advent, 
the Millerites adopted the name “Millerite Adventists.” Unfortunately, as history showed 
us Christ did not return in the autumn of 1843. Unwilling to relent on his theory, Miller 
and some others continued to study, and was convicted that Christ would return the Fall 
of 1844. The exact date was October 22, 1844. 

On that day, thousands of believers in William Miller’s teachings eagerly waited 
in great expectation for the advent of Jesus Christ. Even some dissenters and doubters 
were amongst the crowd, waiting to see if the Millerites’ calculations had been correct. 
Before the approaching of the day, many believers sold their homes, and gave up their 
wealth because they believed they would not need them anymore. To their dismay, the 
day came and went and Christ did not return. The day would be known throughout 
history as “The Great Disappointment.” After that event, most of the Millerite Adventists 


parted ways and began to start their lives over. Others, although disappointed and 
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dismayed, continued to study the scriptures. They still believed that something 
monumental did occur on October 22, 1844, Eventually, they came to believe that what 
had actually happened on that day was that Jesus Christ moved from the Holy Place to 
the Most Holy Piace in the heavenly sanctuary. A gentleman by the name of Hiram 
Edson, who was also a Millerite, had a vision which led him to believe that the sanctuary 
in Daniel 8:14 was not the earthly sanctuary, but the heavenly sanctuary. The book “4 
Brief History of the Seventh-day Adventists,” says “The new understanding of the 
cleansing of the sanctuary became a primary building block in the development of what 
would become Seventh-day Adventist theology.” Coupled with the doctrine that the 
Seventh day Sabbath is a binding covenant between God and his children, they 
acknowledge themselves as sound biblical adherents to the Word of God. Thus their 
name reflects and represents their beliefs, “Seventh-day Adventists.” 

Since it started with this smali group of believers in 1863, Adventists prefer to 
think of themselves as a movernent—a church that has never been stagnant but continues 
to be very doctrine-based. The church puts great emphasis on understanding the 
interpretation of prophetic texts, especially those found in Daniel and Revelation which 
point to the eminent return of Jesus of Christ and His Kingdom. One of the major 
components of Adventist teaching is found is the three angels’ message found in 
Revelation 14:6-12: 

Then I saw another angel flying in the midst of heaven, having the everlasting 

gospel to preach to those who dwell on the earth to every nation, tribe, tongue, 

and people—saying with a loud voice, “Fear God and give glory to Him, for the 
hour of His judgment has come; and worship Him who made heaven and earth, 
the sea and springs of water. And another angel followed, saying, “Babylon is 
fallen, is fallen, that great city, because she has made all nations drink of the wine 


of the wrath of her fornication.” Then a third angel followed them, saying with a 


* Knight, A Brief History of Seventh-day Adventists, Kindle Location 419-420. 
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loud voice, “If anyone worships the beast and his image, and receives his mark on 

his forehead or on his hand, he himself shall also drink of the wine of the wrath of 

God, which is poured out full strength into the cup of His indignation. He shall be 

tormented with fire and brimstone in the presence of the holy angels and in the 

presence of the Lamb. And the smoke of their torment ascends forever and ever: 
and they have no rest day or night, who worship the beast and his image, and 
whoever receives the mark of his name.” Here is the patience of the saints; here 
are those who keep the commandments of God and the faith of Jesus. 
Adventist eschatology looks at verse six as a reference to the fourth commandment, 
which reminds the reader of God as the creator the Sabbath day. Verses nine and eight, 
are a call to God’s people to come out of Babylon. Babylon should be interpreted as 
living, thinking, and worship that is outside of God’s intentions for His creation. 
Adventists believe that the issue found within this text is centered on worship, and 
allegiance. The first angel calis Christians to worship God, the second and third angels 
tell the readers not to “worship the beast and its image.” This text is a war on seventh 
day Sabbath worship, which God instituted at creation. It sees that the Sabbath will be the 
testing truth for the world for those that recognize it, and those that do not. 

The church points to Roman Catholicism as the prime candidate that fits within 
verses eight and nine. The angel proclaims that, “Babylon is fallen...because she made 
all nations drink of the wine of her fornication.” This fornication has been the Catholic 
churches doctrines, which convinced the world that Sunday is God’s day of rest and 
worship. Those that have adhered to it are drunk with her false teachings. Thus, by not 
only coming out of her, but by leaving Sunday worship, signifies a “sobering up,” that 
brings clarity in regards to last day events. 

Adventists also understand this text to be the union of church and state. In 


prophetic language, they believe that the “beast of the earth” found in Revelations is 


America, which will join hands with the Catholic Church and mandate that all people 
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should worship on Sunday. Those that do not acknowledge the sanctity of Sunday will be 


persecuted. This idea is supported in Revelation 14:12, where John says, “Here is the 
patience of the saints, here are those that keep the commandments of God and the 
patience of Jesus Christ.” The New Living Translation interprets the same text as “This 
means that God’s holy people must endure persecution patiently, obeying his commands 
and maintaining their faith in Jesus. Adventists believe that the covenant that God gave 
to Adam and Eve at creation and was reiterated at Mt. Sinai is still binding today. They 
differentiate between the moral law, and ceremonial law. To Adventists the ceremonial 
law was nailed to the cross, meanwhile the moral law still stands today. The Sabbath is 
the one commandment that is overlooked, or ignored. All the other nine laws are 
recognized worldwide, but the fourth commandment has either been cut or removed from 
the fabric of Christianity. Adventists pride themselves as being Sabbath day worshippers, 
and a commandment-keeping people. 

As well as being bible-believing group, the Adventists believe in the gift of 
prophecy. That gift which has been defined and exemplified through Ellen G. White. 
The church acknowledges her as a prophet, whom God gave specific visions and 
knowledge to guide the church in these last days. Her works are constantly referred to 
for counsel and instruction. Some Adventists have strayed from her writings, because 
there are a few who have trumped her teachings over the word of God. Some Adventists 
use her to abuse others, as well as giving her the final say in regards to pertinent matters 
versus allowing God’s word to lead. True Adventism understands that the writings of 
Ellen White are simply like the lesser light that leads to the greater light. Now there are 


many more layers to the Adventist message, which would cause us to diversion. There 
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are some misconceptions about the Adventist church in regards to its theology. Often 
times people tend to view Adventists as legalistic worshippers like the Jews, which is an 
easy concept to grasp because of the perception of some Adventist. The overarching body 
of the church knows that laws cannot save an individual, but that only comes through 
faith in Jesus Christ. The church also recognizes that it has a duty to serve, help, reach, 
and teach the world about having a saving relationship with Jesus Christ. Although they 
recognize that the Sabbath day is a call to rest, it does not evade them from their civic 
duties towards the wellbeing of mankind. 

Since its birth in 1863, the Adventist church has become one of the fastest- 
growing denominations in the world. Amazingly, the Adventists have churches on every 
continent. They have a humanitarian relief agency that caters to the needs of people all 
over the world: A.D.R.A. (Adventist Development and Relief Agency). The ADRA 
operates by going into poverty stricken areas, including disaster-stricken areas, to restore, 
rebuild and provide ongoing support in the communities they serve. As far as numbers 
go, the Adventists are growing in leaps and bounds overseas because of their 
humanitarian efforts, but in North America the numbers are declining. 

The one fact that remains true is that the Adventist church grew out of strong 
biblical interpretation amongst whites. Unlike other African American churches that grew 
influence through preaching to blacks, which gave them a strong presence during the 
Civil Rights Movement. In most periodicals or books the Seventh-day Adventist name 
isn’t mentioned because did not have an education or a theology for the oppressed. True 
“Christian education itself is constantly influenced by the historical, experiential, 


educational, and cultural, social, political, and economic views of the community, and by 
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those who teach.” Primarily Adventist theology has always focused on the past and the 
future, with littie to do with the events transpiring today. “The purpose of Christian 
education is to provide biblically based programs, resources, and support within the 
church and community that will meet the needs, transform lives, and prepare individuals 
for every good Christian service.”* Therefore, the teachings of the Adventist church have 
always been, and will always be a “God will fix all things in the future.” This type of 
teaching results in an apathetic view of fighting for civil liberties for all people. Samuel 
London Jr. says that Adventists adopted a ‘sectarian ecclesiology.’ “Sectarian 
ecclesiology, the belief that Christians should not conform to the secular world, also 
influenced the denomination's stance on politics? In expectation of Christ's imminent 
return, Millerites regarded political involvement as a secular activity that distracts 
Christians from their spiritual development. Furthermore, they were of the opinion that 
Christ's Second Coming coincides with the eradication of worldly government, which 
makes political activism pointless.” He goes on to say, “Adventist leaders admonished 
members not to become involved in political affairs. Raymond Cottrell (1912-2003), a 
Seventh-day Adventist minister and associate editor of the Review and Herald (the 
official periodical of the church), condemned clerical participation in the 1963 March on 
Washington for Jobs and Freedom."® His statement exemplifies Adventism's opposition 


to political involvement. Commenting on this political demonstration, Cottrell declared: 
+ Damon R. Jones, Teaching for Prophetic Social Action: Empowering Christian Educators to 
Transform Students (Trotwood, OH: United Theological Seminary, 2008). 
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When the church appeals to the strong arm of the state to enforce its opinions by law, it 
goes far beyond the example and the commission of its Founder. It abdicates its Heaven 
appointed task and takes up a work God never gave it to do.”’ In the meantime while 
other churches were organizing and planning to work together, Adventists were 
concerned about deciphering current events that only related to their own doctrine of 
eschatology. 

As the Adventist church grew through evangelism, preaching and seminars, a 
vision was given to Ellen G. White in regards to the work that must be done amongst 
people of color. There is a book entitled “The Southern Work” which gives instruction in 
regards to work that needs to be done to reach African Americans. It was during the 
1890’s that this awareness came to the forefront. Although there were some black 
Northerners who attached themselves to the Adventists, there was lots of work to do in 
the South. According to London, “In 1894 James Edson White (1849-1928), James and 
Ellen White's second son, assembled a missionary team with the purpose of helping 
improve the plight of blacks residing in the state of Mississippi.”* Because black 
education was frowned upon by Southern White Conservatives, blacks were not allowed 
to get proper education. During the Jim Crow era, blacks in America were not grafted 
into the mainframe of society. Instead, beatings and lynchings were at an all-time high. 
Those early Adventist reformers were intentional about opening schools of literacy that 
taught reading, writing, and mathematics to African-Americans so they could function in 
a dysfunctional society that never embraced their presence. While they were teaching 


African Americans to read and write, Adventists also began to teach them through the 
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scriptures. This made other denominations angry, because they were also converting 
their black students to Adventism in the process. 

The year of 1896 was a pivotal year for Adventism’s work with African 
Americans. During that year the Adventist church organization agreed to purchase a 360- 
acre plantation in Hunstville, Alabama for eight thousand dollars. Oakwood Industrial 
School would become Oakwood University. Since its genesis, Oakwood has trained and 
taught some of the greatest African American leaders of the Adventist church. Currently, 
Oakwood is still the only primarily African American Adventist institution of higher 
learning in the world. 

Yet, in spite of the opening of the first African American institution, race relations 
were not where they were supposed to be in the Adventist church. The first two 
presidents of Oakwood were Caucasian. Even though the number of blacks Adventists 
had increased, they were viewed as inadequate to lead. Since Adventists were a product 
of the society upon which they were established, it felt right to them that a Caucasian be 
the director of the school. Discriminatory acts were performed at this Christian 
institution. With all white faculty and staff, racial slurs were common place and it was 
even alleged that the president’s son pointed his finger at some students working in a 
field and said, “These are all my daddy’s niggers.” 

This led to the student protest in 1931. A small group of students known as the 
“Excelsior Society” rose up to challenge the all white faculty, president, and the 
“separation of races” culture was adopted by Oakwood Junior College. “By the late 
1920s and early 1930s, some students started complaining about the conditions at the 


school, calling it a “plantation” because of the heavy work schedules, low wages, and the 
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inability to accumulate academic credit due to the work loads.”? Students also protested 
the fact that they did not want the vocational training that was spearheaded by Booker T. 
Washington, but preferred an education more like the “The Talented Ten” that W.E.B 
Dubois proposed. The Oakwood protest was not unique; other African American 
students were holding protests of their own. Knoxville College in Tennessee, and 
Alabama’s Talladega were just a few campuses where there were student revolts. 

The students’ protest would not go unrecognized, as they made their demands 
known to the General Conference, they were granted their first African American 
president, James L. Moran. White Adventist leaders were very reluctant with the 
appointment of Moran, classifying him as someone who was not fit to lead the campus. 
To their surprise, under the leadership of President J. L. Moran student morale and 
enrollment increased. The school also saw its prominence and status rise; they advanced 
from being a junior college to a senior college in 1944. 

The change at Oakwood amassed a collection of students who wanted more: 
students who desired to have leadership positions within the church and leadership roles 
in society. The school cultivated an environment that was conducive to teaching and 
equipping young minds with the fortitude to stand erect in a world infected with racism. 
Some of the greatest leaders of the church once attended Oakwood including Warren S. 
Banfield Jr., who was a President of the Tampa chapter for the NAACP. 

Banfield’s commitment to integration and social justice came from his personal 

experiences with racism. When visiting white Adventist churches, he had to sit on 


the back row or in the balcony. At the close of an evangelistic series, Banfield 
asked one of the denomination’s white churches if he could use their baptistery to 
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baptize African American converts. The church refused his request, because they 
did not want blacks to defile their place of worship. '° 


Other prominent leaders are: Wintley Phipps, who is the Founder and CEO of the Dream 
Academy in Columbia, MD; Charles Joseph former president of the Lake Region 
Conference of SDA’s, and former pastor of the historic Stratford Memorial SDA Church 
in Chicago, IL; and Edward Earl Cleveland, who organized a NAACP chapter for the 
students of Oakwood. Even though he is known for being a great speaker and evangelist, 
Elder Cleveland was also a drum major for justice. 

Simultaneously, the year 1944 was also important for Seventh-day Adventists 
because of an incident that involved an African American woman named Lucille Byard. 
She was a devout Seventh-day Adventist who gave all her support to the denomination. 
Lucille became ill and she only wanted to go to an Adventist hospital. Lucille and her 
husband took the train from New York to Washington to be served at the Washington 
Adventist Hospital. To Mr. Byard’s dismay, although he had called prior and made the 
proper arrangements, when they arrived at the hospital things began to change. When the 
hospital discovered that Lucille Byard was an African-American, a white administrator 
ordered that Mrs. Byard be rolled out into the hallway next to the exit. Mr. Byard, 
unaware and puzzled by the actions of the hospital, inquired about the situation. A white 
administrator informed him that Washington Sanitarium was strictly for whites and 
would not treat his colored wife. Although he informed the administrator that they were 
Adventists, the hospital still refused to offer her treatment. Mr. and Mrs. Byard ended up 
having to phone the Freedman’s Hospital at Howard University, which catered to black 


people. Subsequently, upon arrival at Freedman’s Hospital, Lucille Byard’s conditioned 
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worsened because of cold wintery night, coupled with the fact that Washington 
University Hospital did not give her any blankets. Surprised and hurt by what happened, 
Mrs. Byard eventually died from pneumonia. Her conditioned could have been treated if 
she had been given the proper attention at the Washington Sanitarium. 

The death of Mrs. Byard became the catalyst for black Adventists to fight for 
leadership within the church. While Oakwood students were rallying for a black college 
president, black Adventist leaders were rallying for their own conferences and 
organizations. Until that time, it was believed that blacks were not equipped to lead, so 
that’s why whites were always, and in some cases still hold major positions within the 
denomination. Mrs. Byard’s funeral was held at the historic Ephesus SDA Church in 
Harlem, NYC. Her funeral brought together may lay activists and thirteen ministers 
eulogized her. The funeral spurred the formation of a committee for the Advancement of 
the Worldwide Work among Colored Seventh-Day Adventists. This committee compiled 
a list of demands and requests that would be made known at the next General Conference 
Session. 

Those two demands were either integration, or the creation of black regional 
conferences, which would give African-Americans more leverage in dealing with the 
issues Of blacks in America. With a fight, white Adventist leaders finally decided to 
allow blacks to establish conferences that catered to the black community. Currently the 
black conferences in our denomination are called Regional Conferences; the white 
conferences are called State Conferences. There is a movement today, which is trying to 
eliminate regional and state conferences to come under one umbrella, but some 


Adventists are contending that regional conferences still need to exist. It is evident from 
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the historical nature of the denomination that if regional conferences are dispelled then a 
major part of the church’s history may also be eradicated. There are many graduates who 
have a rich history and have impacted society in the Adventist community. One graduate 
who matriculated through Oakwood was Charles S. Dudley. Born and raised in South 
Bend, Indiana, Mr. Dudley came from a strong Adventist background. Charles Dudley 
attended Oakwood College in 1943, upon graduating from Oakwood, he pastored many 
churches tn the lower United States. Alabama, Mississippi, Tennessee, Louisiana, and 
Texas are just to name a few of the states. He was also the president of the South Central 
Conference of Seventh-day Adventists, which is a regiona! conference. As the president 
of the South Central Conference, he oversaw the churches that existed in the states of 
Mississippi, Alabama, Kentucky, Tennessee, and Florida west of the Apalachicola. The 
headquarters offices are in Nashville, Tennessee. 

As an adult and child, race relations during Dudley’s life were laced with racial 
tension. Dudley’s first encounter with racial justice came in 1947 when he took a group 
of students to an Adventist youth congress. Samuel London Jr., “reports that as they 
were on their way to the destination they decided to stop to order refreshments from an 
ice cream stand. A worker, at the ice cream parlor told them that they are to stand by the 
black waiting stand. While waiting at the stand the students realized that they were not 
being served. One of the students, acknowledged that they were not being served, the 
host finally brought out ice cream, milkshakes, and floats. Dudley told the students not to 


touch any of the items. They did not pay for the items and left the establishment. 
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Charles Dudley acknowledges this as his first encounter with racism. This experience 
shaped his entire life in regards to his faith, and how he interpreted scriptures. |! 

Charles Dudley also had the privilege of being a contemporary of Theodore 
Roosevelt, Mason Howard, who was a black Adventist physician and civil rights activist. 
Often referred to as the Black Maverick, T.R.M. Howard attended Oakwood Junior 
College. After Oakwood Junior College, Howard attended the Union College in Lincoln, 
Nebraska. He was the only black student at the school. From Union College, he attended 
the College of Medical Evangelists, which is now known as Loma Linda University, 
where he obtained his medical degree. 

Howard first reached national prominence in 1955 when he became involved in 

the Emmett Till affair. Till was a black 14 year old who, after supposedly flirting 

with a white woman, was murdered and then thrown into a river. Howard, who 
lived near the town where Till was killed, turned his home into a “black command 
center” for reporters, witnesses, and investigators searching for evidence. 

Although the two men charged with Till’s murder were acquitted, Howard 

continued to speak out for civil rights and relocated to Chicago after receiving 

death threats for his role in the Till case. !” 
Dudley credits Howard’s fight for justice, and to the struggle to improve the lives of 
those on the margins as the foundation, for the focus of his own ministry. Dudley went 
on to contend with-the “powers that be” within the church to improve race relations 
amongst its black and white members. During a General Conference session, he, along 
with a group under the direction of Frank W. Hale Jr. and his assistant Mylas Martin IV, 


protested the refusal of Mount Vernon Academy, an Adventist school, to admit black 


students. They also demanded that the General Conference select a black person to be 
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among its ranking officials. As a result of this, delegates at the session elected Frank L. 
Peterson (1893-1969), an African American, to serve as vice-president of the General 
Conference of Seventh-day Adventists. !° 

Dudley continued to be a drum major for justice within the Adventist church. 
Dudley protested against the white Huntsville SDA Church after they refused to allow 
two black students to enter their church service. He also supported a group of Adventists 
who chose to sue the denomination for not allowing black students to attend any of their 
academies. Elder Dudley also played a role in the Poor People’s Campaign, which was 
the creation of Martin Luther King, Jr. After Dr. King’s assassination, his friend Ralph 
Abernathy kept the dream alive. In full support of demonstrators attending the event, 
Dudley sent a medical van to offer aid to any of the protestors. Dudley then received a 
message requesting his presence at the headquarters. “On Dudley's arrival, white 
Adventist officials asked him what he was doing in Washington, and why South Central's 
medical van was in the nation's capital. Before he could answer, the white leadership 
posed a rhetorical question that implied that the black conferences were no longer useful 
to the denomination. They then proceeded to accuse him of practicing the Social 
Gospel.” !4 

Dudley realized that the gospel is social, and that he had a moral duty to support 
his own people. He acknowledged the fact that, whether Adventist or not, those 
individuals marching were his brothers and sisters. Once again, the denomination wanted 
to quell the voice and action of its African American members. Dudley’s support of the 


demonstration resulted in the federal government awarding the South Central Conference 


London Jr., Seventh-day Adventists and the Civil Rights Movement, Kindle Location 1637-1639. 


‘4 London Jr., Seventh-day Adventists and the Civil Rights Movement, Kindle Location 1664-1667. 


80 


with $50,000 to do research on the condition of African Americans in Mississippi. Elder 
Dudley continued to be an activist and a social justice drum major. Dudley says, "My 
concept is that you ask the Lord to help you do your thing for your people. The white folk 
in the Adventist Church are worse than those outside the church. Racism still exists in the 
denomination, albeit in a subtle way.”!> This statement reflects a current reality in the 
Adventist church, although he made his statement over thirty years ago. There is still 
separation and bigotry within the Adventist church. The statement that racism still exists 
in a subtle way is accurate. 

Elder Dudley was not the only social justice activist in the Adventist 
denomination. There were many more before him and many more after him. As long as 
racism has existed in America, there have always been groups of members and leaders 
who have fought to make the world better for others. Those ‘others’ are not simply the 
ones that belong to this church, but anyone who has been “voiceless” and needed 
someone to speak on their behalf. 

The one common thread that was discovered between Charles Dudley and others 
who fought for equality is that their mutual experiences growing up in America shaped 
their consciousness for activism. Growing up in poverty, racism, and segregation gave 
them the fuel to realize that justice was worth the fight. None of these activists sat in 
classrooms where they learned about social justice from a biblical perspective. Instead, 
they acquired their knowledge and drive through contact and observation. 

Oakwood University was the arena where many students, during and before the 
civil rights movement, protested against the status quo. The sad reality is that today’s 
students do not have an opportunity to learn the names or stories of these individuals. 
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There is no “black liberation” or “social justice” educational track for the theology 
majors. Adventist students in all denominations learn about Adventist history but not 
black Adventist history. That history is almost forgotten, hidden within the archives. As 
a product of Adventist education from elementary to grad school, these pioneers were not 
mentioned in my educational experience. It is possible that these stories were mentioned 
in some of the other institutions, but it is quite shameful that Adventists students in our 
traditionally historical black university spend four years without any education of their 
history within the church. Many Adventists grow up with the knowledge that Adventist 
pioneers had no involvement with the civil rights movement, or that we were also a very 
passive denomination that was simply going to wait on the Lord to fix all things. 

This chapter provides a fresh outlook on the roots of black Adventism within the 
denomination. We are living in a time of civil unrest, and if our schools are producing 
black theology majors who are divorced from their history, then we will produce church 
members who are divorced from the principle of giving back to those who have nothing. 
“Education is that whole system of human training within and without the schoo! house 
walls, which molds and develops man.”'® Adventist should learn about these great 
leaders from the denominations church history, whether or not they attend Oakwood or 
any other institution. 

Teaching the truth about the history is not for the purposes of inciting hate or 
producing a group of bitter Adventists. Instead, it should bring a level of appreciation for 
those who have contributed greatly to this great denomination. 


The demonstrations and protests by Oakwood College students in the 1930’s and 
the1960’s dispel the myth that African American Seventh-day Adventists 


‘° Deirdre Mullane, ed., Crossing the Dangerous Waters: Three Hundred Years of African- 
American Writing: The Talented Tenth by W. E. B. Dubois (New York, NY: Anchor Books, 1993), 86. 
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conformed to and accepted social injustice within or outside the denomination. 

More importantly, the conservatism within the denomination did not immobilize 

African-American students. The actions taken by students in the past can serve as 

precedents for contemporary Oakwood College students who wish to organize or 

participate in social movements to end racial bigotry, sexism, and socia! 

injustice. !? 
It is clear that agitation and activism is a part of the cultural, social, and religious legacy 
for African American students at Oakwood College. According to one Oakwood student 
from the 1960s, “Adventist young people must be educated by the legacy of those who 
sacrificed to join the civil rights struggle, as well as those who did not take the risk.’’!® In 
other words, young Seventh-Day Adventists need to be educated and informed about the 
actions of Oakwood College students of the 1930’s and 1960’s and how they “altered the 
nature of race relations within the institutional structures of the SDA church.” ”” 

Without this knowledge, there results a mis-education of the Adventist. The 
Adventist young man or woman from Oakwood (particularly theology majors) leaves 
school with no idea that he or she graduated from an institution that started a movement 
within the denomination. Oakwood University ts the home of black Adventists who did 
not conform to the rules of society, but instead sought to make things right. These young 
graduates will leave their school to serve in churches that are in predominantly African 
American communities, but they will not know how to respond to the injustice they see in 
those communities. They will not possess inner fortitude or acumen to join civic unions 


or organizations that fight for equality and justice for all. Their sermons may not address 


life’s vicissitudes. Instead they may be flabby and flaccid with limited spiritual depth. 


'? Fisher, “Oakwood College,” 110-125. 
'8 Fisher, “Oakwood College,” 110-125. 
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Thus, as a result of this mis-education, there will only result in misinformed members 
about their reality, and responsibilities to not only themselves but to their neighbors and 
neighborhoods itn which they serve. With the lack of historical education, it may result in 


a level of stagnation of their level of effectiveness within the marketplace. 


CHAPTER FOUR 


THEOLOGICAL FOUNDATIONS 


The Merriam-Websters Dictionary defines ‘theology’ as “the study of religious 
faith, practice, and experience: The study of God and God’s relation to the world.” The 
purpose of this chapter is to provide a theological framework for City Temple Seventh- 
day Adventist church that focuses on social justice and community engagement. The 
theological beliefs of the Seventh-day Adventists church are based on eschatology that 
ignores the present ills of society. Their belief is that, when Christ returns to Earth, all the 
present ills of society will be corrected. Thus, church members have an apathetic view of 
social justice. Seventh-day Adventists observe the seventh day of the week as the 
Sabbath, based on the fourth commandment found in Exodus 20:8-11. They view the 
Sabbath as the ultimate seal of God and believe that observance of the day will be the 
testing point of fealty to the law of God. Seventh-day Sabbath observance creates a 
divide between Adventists and other Christian denominations. The comparison of 
Adventist theology and modern theological writings and ideology will be made. Writings 
such as James Cones’ Liberation Theology, Jorgen Moltmann’s Theology of Hope, and 
essays from Liberation Eschatology by Margaret Farley and Serene Jones will be 
evaluated. All of these theologians present compelling arguments that have provided a 
renewed outlook on Sabbath observance and the study of last day events. My conclusion 
is that we must learn how to ‘liberate while we wait.’ 
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Throughout its history, the City Temple SDA Church has never created socially 


conscious programs that address civic affairs. Instead the church membership operates 
from the sidelines and gives play-by-play reports of current events. This behavior is the 
norm in the Seventh-day Adventist denomination. | attribute this lack of interest in social 
justice to their theology about last day events, which enables separatism, idealism, and 
even elitism. 

Seventh-day Adventists pride themselves on the belief that they are the only 
denomination that has the truth. However, other Christian denominations feel the same 
way about their own core beliefs. Because Adventists hold this position about 
themselves they adopt an “us” versus “them” attitude. They believe that they are the ones 
who have been chosen to call people “out of darkness and into God’s marvelous light.” 
The core of SDA theology is based on two passages of scripture: the fourth 
commandment in Exodus 20 and also the third angel’s message in Revelation 14:6-7 
which says, 

And I saw another angel fly in the midst of heaven, having the everlasting gospel 

to preach unto them that dwell on the earth, and to every nation, and kindred, and 

tongue and people. Saying with a loud voice, Fear God, and give glory to him; for 
the hour of his judgment is come; and worship him that made heaven, and earth, 
and the sea, and the fountains of waters. 
Adventists are convinced that this third angel is calling for the world to remember the 
Exodus Sabbath commandment and observe God’s holy day of worship. They draw a 
parallel between the passage in Revelation and the fourth commandment because the 
angel in Revelation mentions the One who created the earth, sea, and-the fountains. In the 


fourth commandment of Exodus, God is credited with “creating the earth, the sea, and all 


that in them is.” Further, the verse in Exodus indicates that God “rested on the seventh 
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day and hallowed it.” Since the first angel in Revelation is drawing the listeners back to 
“worship,” Adventist theology believes that the pivotal issue in the last days of earth will 
center on the observance of the Seventh-day Sabbath mentioned in Exodus. 

The issue is not with the eschatology of the SDA church, but with the fact that 
they have missed the liberating factor of the Sabbath and they don’t understand that 
Revelation was written for an audience that was being oppressed by Roman occupation 
and domination. If there 1s a group of people who should be engaged in social justice 
reform, it should be the Seventh-day Adventists. It is the belief of this researcher that 
Adventist should “liberate while we wait” and not “wait to liberate.” I could not agree 
with this statement any more: 

It is not enough for the church to sit on a corner with a well-kept building while 

the community around it has so many needs. The church out to be concerned 

about the saving of souls, but the church must understand that there are other 
factors that can hinder one’s well being in a spiritual sense as well. We are to be 
sensitive to the needs of the person beyond spiritual salvation. 
Although some black Adventist churches are making strides in the area of social justice 
and speaking truth to power, most churches are still inactive due to the belief that God 
will fix all things when He comes back. Raphael G. Warnock addresses this phenomenon 
in black churches in his work The Divided Mind of the Black Church. He says, 

As an instrument of salvation through Jesus Christ, is the mission of the black 

church to save souls or to transform the social order? Or is it both? As it would 

seek to be faithful to the gospel message and mission of Jesus Christ, is it called 
to be an evangelical church or a iberationist church? Can it truly be an 


evangelical church without also being a liberationist church? Can it be a 
liberationist church without also being an evangelical church? Put another way, 


' Theodore H. Bryson, Getting Beyond the Four Walls (Dayton, OH: United Theological 
Seminary, 2003), 45. 
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does the gospel mandate insist that the church organize its institutional life so as 
to address itself primarily to “the slavery of sin” or to “the sin of slavery?” 


Keri Day, also questions the identity of the black church in her book ‘Unfinished 
Business,’ “The Black Church in the twenty-first century has become less clearly tied to 
its hallmark connection to social justice, reflecting increasing complexity and ambiguity. 
Sometimes it continues to stand within the traditions of social justice, while at other times 
the focus tends to be on individual prosperity and away from broader social 
transformation.”? Therefore, the problem will be discussed from a biblical perspective 
within this chapter. It will provide the basis for the thesis as well as create a foundation 
for the City Temple Seventh-day Adventist church to become socially engaged and 
politically involved. 

In the preface of James Cones’ book Black Liberation Theology he states, “I tried 
to uncover the wrongheadedness of the white way of doing theology and then attempted 
to set Christian theology on the right path of liberation.”* As indicated by Cone, we as a 
people interpret the scriptures from a privileged point of view. There’s no denying that 
whites have had a wide-reaching scope of influence in this world. Many of the major 
influential literary works and ideologies have been formed from their point of view, and 
others have been trained to study the Bible and use commentaries by the same population 
that used scripture to justify slavery. There is a proverb that says, “Until the lion has his 
own historian, the hunter will always be the hero.” The lion has never had an opportunity 
to tell his side of the story and neither has the person of African descent. If the oppressor 


* Raphael G. Warnock, The Divided Mind of the Black Church; Theology, Piety, and Public 
Witness (Religion, Race, and Ethnicity) (New York, NY: NYU Press, 2013), 3, Kindle. 


> Keri Day, Unfinished Business: Black Women, the Black Church, and the Struggle to Thrive in 
America (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2012), Kindle Location 158-161. 
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is the one who writes the history books and commentaries, then the oppressor can erase 
the facts and position themselves in the best light. Most blacks cannot identify the 
African presences in the scriptures. | have even conversed with young people who had 
no idea that Egypt is located in Africa. Moreover, there are some in the black population 
who believe that the ‘Curse of Ham’ is the reason why Africans are suffering worldwide. 
If we approach the scripture with a faulty foundation, then subsequent ideologies will be 
faulty as well. 
the Moody Handbook of Theology defines theology in this by stating, “Theology 
comes from the Greek words theos, meaning “God,” and logos, meaning “word”; hence, 
a word or discussion about God. Theology is normally taken in a broad sense to signify 
the entire scope of Christian doctrines. Sometimes it is also used as a shortened form of 
theology proper, the expression used to signify the study of the God-head.? James Cones 
further states, 
There can be no Christian theology that is not identified unreservedly with those 
who are humiliated and abused. In fact, theology ceases to be a theology of the 
gospel when it fails to arise out of the community of the oppressed. For it is 
impossible to speak of the God of Israelite history, who is the God revealed in 
Jesus Christ, without recognizing that God is the God of and for those who labor 
and are overladen.® 
Black Liberation Theology acknowledges that God is actively involved in the affairs of 
the oppressed and marginalized. Not only is God actively involved, but God is also 


connected to them. He is not a God that only sits high and looks low. He is a God who 


has stepped down and revealed His presence here on earth to free His children from 


= 


> P. P. Enns, The Moody Handbook of Theology (Chicago, IL: Moody Press, 1989), 648-649, 
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bondage. If God is righteous, then God must also be just, because righteousness and 
Justice are synonymous. Therefore God is the embodiment of justice. James Evans says, 
To attempt to formulate an understanding of God’s revelation apart from an 
analysis of the unjust structures of social existence does violence to both the 
significance of that revelation and to the integrity of the liberation struggles 
carried on by the victims of society. Such a separation would make God’s 
revelation a quaint addition to our knowledge of an ancient religion with no 
salvific significance for the world in which we live. It would also distort the 
transcendent dimension of the universal human longing for freedom and justice.’ 
Mr. Evans makes a clear distinction that any attempt to understand God’s revelation apart 
from learning to understand human suffering and unjust structures is to do violence to the 
interpretation of scriptures. Traditionally, the black Adventist church has found every 
way to divorce itself from the oppressed, downtrodden, and marginalized. It is 
disheartening to see that we have found ways to biblically justify isolating ourselves from 
oppressed populations and developing an attitude that says that they must pull themselves 
up by their own bootstraps. It is no wonder that we missed the liberating component of 
the Sabbath Covenant that God entrusted to the children of Israel at Mt. Sinai. In 
Deuteronomy 5:15, God tells Israel, “And remember that you were a slave in the land of 
Egypt, and the Lord your God brought you out from there by a mighty hand and by an 
outstretched arm; therefore the Lord your God commanded you to keep the Sabbath day. 
The Sabbath is the great equalizer. God initiated the Sabbath and the Jubilee year as a 


means to invite those on the margins to rest and find freedom. Walter Brueggemann 


says, “It is no stretch at al! to see that on the Sabbath day these vulnerable, exposed 


’J.H. Evans Jr., We Have Been Believers: An African American Systematic Theology 
(Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2012), 15. 
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neighbors shall be ‘like you,” peaceably at rest.”* The Sabbath is not merely a sign to 


God’s covenant people in the last days, but it also stands as a memorial reminding us that, 
since we were once slaves, God expects us to break the chains of others in slavery and 
invite them into His rest. 

According to James Cone, 


There can be no Christian theology that is not identified unreservedly with those 
who are humiliated and abused. In fact, theology ceases to be a theology of the 
gospel when it fails to arise out of the community of the oppressed. For it 1s 
impossible to speak of the God of Israelite history, who is the God revealed in 
Jesus Christ, without recognizing that God is the God of and for those who labor 
and are overladen.’ | 


It appears that Mr. Cone is arguing that it is tmpossible for the church and theologians to 
divorce from their frame of mind that God’s primary concern is for those who labor and 
are overladen. The foundation of black theology must begin and end with the oppressed. 
Seeking the approval of organizations that look to crush the weak and defenseless cannot 
influence this foundation. Black Liberation Theology forces us to come out of our 
comfort zones and enter the “danger zone” where we seek every way possible to alleviate 
the pain and suffering of the downtrodden. 


The task of Black Liberation Theology 1s to make Christianity really Christian by 
moving Black people with the spirit of black dignity and self-determination so 
that they can become what God intended them to be. Black Liberation Theology 
is a theology of community, and as such, it is opposed to any idea that alienates it 
from the Black community. And, since it seeks to interpret Black Religion, Black 
Liberation Theology endeavors to de-construct the Christian tradition in view of 
the Black predicament and to destroy the influence of heretical White American 
Christianity.!° 


* Walter Brueggemann, Sabbath as Resistance (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 
2014), Kindle Location 45. 
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Those who teach from the scriptures must adhere to—and not ignore—the explicit theme 
found within the Bible that shows that God does not like oppression. Unfortunately, 
Adventist theological schools tend to minimize this fact. While they may acknowledge 
that there is suffering and pain in the scriptures and the world, the emphasis remains on 
teaching that the liberation God performs today is spiritual and not physical. When Jesus 
took His stand in the temple in Luke the fourth chapter and said that He had been sent to 
set the captives free, give sight to the blind, give liberty to those who are oppressed, and 
proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord, Adventists acknowledge that as a spiritual 
liberation. A spiritual liberation is more of a metaphysical occurrence as opposed to a 
literal one. Black Liberation Theology says, 
To suggest that he (God) was peaking of a “spiritual” liberation fails to take 
seriously Jesus’ thoroughly Hebrew view of human nature. Entering into the 
kingdom of God means that Jesus himself becomes the ultimate loyalty of 
humankind, for he is the kingdom. This view of existence in the world has far- 
reaching implications for economic, political, and social institutions. They can no 
longer have ultimate claim on human life; human beings are liberated and thus 
free to rebel against all powers that threaten human life. |! 
Once again, when the Sabbath is viewed through the lens of the oppressed and 
downtrodden, we will begin to realize and discover the justice component found within it. 
If the Sabbath and Jubilee year are the great equalizers that God calls us to, and if the 
Sabbath is the core doctrinal piece of the Adventist church, then that same Sabbath 
should push us to move beyond rest on the seventh day. It must also seek for rest for 
those who are under the control of a cold system. Mr. Cone explains this concept even 
further: 
In view of the biblical emphasis on liberation, it seems not only appropriate but 
necessary to define the Christian community as the community of the oppressed 


which joins Jesus Christ in his fight for the liberation of humankind. The task of 


'' Cone, A Black Liberation of Theology, 3. 
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theology, then, ts to explicate the meaning of God’s liberation activity so that 
those who labor under enslaving powers will see that the forces of liberation are 
the very activity of God. Christian theology is never just a rational study of the 
being of God. Rather it is a study of God’s liberation activity in the world, God's 
activity in behalf of the oppressed.” 
If the most exalted Being in the universe, God, is connected to the weak, then those that 
profess to have faith in Him must lock arms with Him and fight for their local 
communities. Nehemiah’s faith in God expresses this concept. Nehemiah could not sit 
back and be complacent in the palace while his people were suffering. Instead, he gave 
up the luxuries of palace life to rebuild the walls in Jerusalem. He identified himself with 
the community in Jerusalem based on his connection with God and his connection with 
his heritage. “Theology by contrast cannot be separated from the community which is 
represents. It assumes that truth has been given to the community at the moment of its 
birth.”!? Jesus exemplifies this connection through His life on earth and His declarative 
message found in Luke 4:16-19. The church has failed to view itself in this light. The 
church organization, as well as each individual who professes faith in God, must identify 
with those who suffer. James Cone says, 
Theology is the continued attempt of the community to define in every generation 
its reason for being in the world. A community that does not analyze its reason 
for being in the world. A community that does not analyze its existence 
theologically is a community that does not care what it says or does. It 1s a 
community with no identity. '* 
Black Liberation Theology is mainly concerned with its connection with the community 


and ensuring that those around us are lifted. It does not seek to patronize oppressors. 


Instead, it will—at any cost—fight for those who cannot fight for themselves and be a 


'2 Cone, A Black Liberation Theology, 3. 
'? Cone, A Black Liberation Theology, 9. 
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voice for the voiceless. It views scripture as the blueprint to alleviate anguish, hurt, and 
pain. It shows that “black” pain is God’s pain. Walter Brueggemann explores and 
expands the idea of what the community needs he says, 
[ have tried to say that prophetic ministry does not consist of spectacular acts of 
social crusading or of abrasive measures of indignation. Rather, prophetic 
ministry consists of offering an alternative perception of reality and in letting 
people see their own history in the light of God’s freedom and his will for justice. 
The issues of God’s freedom and his will for justice are not always and need not 
be expressed primarily in the big issues of the day. They can be discerned 
wherever people try to live together and show concern for their shared future and 
identity. ! 
Without Black Liberation Theology, God becomes a caricature who has gone to prepare a 
place for us and will only help us when he is ready to return. It projects an image of a 
father who has a child that 1s being abused, but tells the child not to worry because one 
day he will return and fix the problem, In the meantime, the child continues to bear the 
abuse. If the chiid cries out against the abuse, the father only gives him or her 
encouraging words and tells them to wait for their coming reward. It seems strange that 
the father would not do something to alleviate the suffering immediately. In a real sense, 
many people have this view of God. To them, He is a Father who sees the abuse that His 
children face every day, but holds off from helping them while He prepares their new 
home. When preachers perpetuate this idea of God, they encourage the chasm between 
people and God to widen. It provides a foundation for people to believe that faith in God 
is only spiritual anesthesia to numb the pain but provide no cure. 


Black Liberation Theology forces one to address the problem found in 


mainstream theology that disregards the black condition. 


' Walter Brueggemann, Prophetic Imagination: Revised Edition (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress 
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The appearance of black theology on the American scene then is due primarily to 
the failure of white religionists to relate the gospel of Jesus to the pain of being 
biack in a white racist society. It arises from the need of blacks to liberate 
themselves from white oppressors. Black theology is a theology of liberation 
because it 1s a theology which arises from an identification with the oppressed 
blacks of America, seeking to interpret the gospel of Jesus in the light of the black 
condition. It believes that the liberation of the black community is God’s 
liberation. '® 
Most theologians tend to turn away from Cone’s Black Liberation Theology because they 
perceive it as only addressing the issues found within Black America while ignoring 
other populations that suffer. Cone addresses this notion by saying, “The focus on 
blackness does not mean that only blacks suffer as victims in a racist society, but that 
blackness 1s an ontological symbol and a visible reality which best describes what 
oppression means in America.”’'’ Therefore, in the context-of this work, ‘black’ or 
‘blackness’ should not be limited to color but must also be widened to include all those 
who share the same experience as underprivileged Black Americans. ‘The iil treatment of 
Mexicans and El Salvadorians in America could also be defined in terms of the ‘black 
experience.’ The persecution of the Native Americans—and the annual celebration of 
Columbus Day—is a reminder of America’s proud exploitation of the Native American. 
Blackness according to James Cone, “then stands for all victims of oppression who 
realize that the survival of their humanity is bound up with hberation from whiteness.” 
Therefore Black Liberation Theology is concerned with survival of all populations under 
harsh conditions. 


Black Liberation Theology is also confrontational because its duty is to call out 


the sins of America. It calls for us to acknowledge slavery as one the cruelest and 
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heinous acts committed against any group of people. The black church has remained 
quiet on the political front—claiming religious piety as its basis—but the silence makes it 
seem as if we are complicit in the acts of oppression both within our ranks and in society. 
Some would argue that Black Liberation Theology puts heavy emphasis on the 
present and minimizes the ultimate liberating event of the return of Jesus Christ. Thus, 
we must examine how Black Liberation Theology relates to Revelation and eschatology. 
James Cone says, 
Revelation is God’s self-disclosure to humankind in the context of liberation. To 
know God is to know God’s work of liberation in behalf of the oppressed. God’s 
revelation means liberation in behalf of the oppressed. God’s revelation means 
liberation, an emancipation from death-dealing political, economic, and social 
structures of society. This is the essence of biblical revelation. '® 
The root of the word Revelation means ‘reveal.’ The book of Revelation is about God 
revealing His plan for an oppressed people. One must take into consideration that the 
book of Revelation was written by John the Apostle on the isle of Patmos. Patmos served 
as a prison to any person that spoke against Roman occupation and oppression. John 
wrote this epistle from a prisoner’s perspective. In Revelation, John wrote that Jesus 
visited him while he was imprisoned on Patmos. This gives further evidence that God is 
actively involved in the Itves of the marginalized. When Jesus visited John, He gave a 
revelatory message that shows His plan for the redemption of mankind. The way that 
John illustrated this message used imagery to remind Jewish readers of what the 
Babylonians did to their ancestors. Adventists only view Revelation’s Babylon in context 
of the Catholic Church, but that limited thinking narrows the scope and power of the 
Word of God. Babylon represents any entity or system that is outside of God’s will for 


humankind. For that reason, Babylon not only represents Rome but also Jim. Crow laws, 
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“three strikes” policies, and tax laws that favor only the rich. In context, Revelation is a 
book about hope and freedom in Christ’s return, but it does not negate the fact that we 
must liberate while we wait for ultimate justice to be exercised. 

The famous theologian and scholar Jiirgen Moltmann says, 

Eschatology means the doctrine of the Christian hope, which embraces both the 

object hoped for and also the hope inspired by it. From first to last, and not 

merely in the epilogue, Christianity is eschatology, is hope, forward looking and 

forward moving, and therefore also forward looking and forward moving, and 

therefore also revolutionizing and transforming the present. '” 
He ts arguing that eschatology must not only be limited to last day events, but its message 
and idea must be intertwined with the matters concerning the world today. Eschatology 
helps us understand the ‘last day,’ but it also calls us to look at conditions ‘today.’ 
“Eschatology should not be it’s [sic] end, but its beginning.”7° 

Some argue that Moltmann’s “Theology of Hope” supports the idea that humans 
must anticipate a future of peace whilst suffering. This is not what Moltmann meant. 
Moltmann defines hope in the context that, when Jesus came to earth and dwelled 
amongst men, women, and children, this was the beginning of eschatology and last day 
events. The presence of Jesus being actively involved in the lives of the marginalized and 
performing acts of liberation signifies that Jesus was giving them a meaningful outlook 
on their dismal situations. Suffering human beings don’t have to continue with every day 


suffering—they can enjoy life while they wait on the advent of Jesus Christ. Moltmann 


says, “Hope makes us ready to bear the ‘cross of the present’. It can hold to what is dead, 
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and hope for the unexpected. It can approve of movement and be glad of history.”?' He 


goes on further to say, 
[t pronounces the poor blessed, receives the weary and heavy laden, the humbled 
and wronged, the hungry and the dying, because it perceives the parousia of the 
kingdom for them. Expectation makes lite good, for in expectation man can 
accept his whole present and find joy not only in its joy but also in its sorrow, 
happiness not only in its happiness but also in its pain.* 
To hope does not mean to know the future, but rather to be open, in an attitude of 
spiritual childhood, to accepting it as a gift. But this gift is accepted in the 
negation of injustice, in the protest against trampled human rights, and in the 
struggle for peace and fellowship.”° 
Moltmann’s Theology of Hope and Cone’s Black Liberation Theology shares some of the 
same values. Both theologies acknowledge God's active work in the lives of those who - 
suffer. The black church is God’s agent in the community, so it must live out the gospel. 
When the power of the Holy Spirit resides in the body of Christ, the church should be 
motivated to live out God’s heart and character exemplified by the work they do in the 
community. The church cannot be comfortable with the pain and suffering of others. 
According to Cone, we ought to rebel against unjust societal laws. This means that, as 
long as there is sin, the church should always contend with those who desire to maintain 
the status quo. 
When discussing liberation eschatology, one cannot ignore the Sabbath covenant 
given to the children of Israel. As stated previously, the Sabbath is God’s great equalizer. 


It is a moment in time when all of God’s creation is called to rest from labor. There 15 


social justice in the Sabbath. Jiirgen Moltmann says, “All are meant to come to rest 
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together. Moreover, because the Sabbath applies to all equally, all have the same right to 
rest on that day. The enjoyment of the same divine grace has as its corollary the equal 
rights of human beings and animals.”** Through the Sabbath, God is creating a 
community of the equal and free—a community that acknowledges that all of God’s 
creation is equal. The Adventist community—strict Sabbath observers—must also 
understand that economic justice should be available for all people. The Sabbath 
covenant must be the impetus that transforms our communities. Jiirgen Moltmann uses 
Acts 4:32-35 to support the idea of equality. During that time, possessions amongst the 
early believers all belonged to each other. The text says, “And so it turned out that not a 
person among them was needy. Those who owned fields or houses sold them and brought 
the price of the sale to the aposties and made an offering of it. The apostles then 
distributed it according to each person’s need.”*> Moltmann believes that, because the 
Israelites observed the Sabbath, it provided an equality of economics that was based upon 
the principle of “what is yours belongs to me, and what is mine belongs to you.” 
In a world in which the possessors are becoming ever richer and the have-nots are 
suffering more and more privation, a community that lives in solidarity like this 
really is the beginning of divine future that endures in a world of inequality—a 
world that will pass away because it has no permanent durability. It has no 
permanent durability because it is unjust.*° 
Sabbath observers must realize that the core tenet of the Sabbath is not simply about rest, 


but it is God’s way of declaring that we ought to be one. Therefore, if the community is 


doing badly, then we are doing badly as well. The implications of the Sabbath are to 


*4 Jiirgen Moltmann, “Liberating and Anticipating the Future,” in Liberating Eschatology: Essays 
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Invite us into a covenant with our neighbors, acknowledging them as co-laborers in a 
world that looks to suppress the family by making it harder and harder just to survive. 
Adventists theology must make the community the center of its focus. This is even more 
important to the black church, since most of them are located in impoverished 
communities. It must not only view community members as individuals whom it seeks to 
convert and baptize. It must also seek to convert the community from the evil that is 
imbedded in it. Mr, Cone says, 

In the New Testament the church (ecclesia) is the community that has received 

the Holy Spirit and is now ready to do what is necessary to live out the gospel. It 

is the assembly of those who have become heirs of the promises of God; and 
because they have experienced what that means for humanity, they cannot accept 
the world as it is. They must rebel against evil so all citizens may know that they 
do not have to behave according to unjust societal Jaws.?’ 
If the Holy Spirit is the compelling force that convicts us of all truth, then we must allow 
Him to help us see the community as not just our neighbors but also our family. 

Mr. Cone lists three responsibilities of the black church in the community, which 
is worth discussing. “First, it proclaims the reality of divine liberation.”?8 The preaching 
of the Gospel is the means by which the church verbally communicates God’s heart and 
provides motivation to a dying world. It is through this avenue that the world will 
understand that God is not divorced from the affairs of the world but is actively involved 
in seeing things change for the better. For too long, the preached gospel has supported 


passivity towards social injustice. This type of message miserably fails to address the 


pain in this world with the solutions found in scriptures. 


77 Cone, A Black Liberation Theology, 138. 
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Mr. Cone makes his next point by saying, “Secondly, the church not only 
proclaims the good news of freedom, it actively shares in the liberation struggle.” 
While the church preaches good news of Jesus’ liberation, they must also be actively 
engaged in the struggle for freedom. Even if the “powers that be” do not see the blatant 
disregard for the anguish of “the least of these,” we must let the community know that we 
see their suffering and we will not ignore it. “The church is the community that lives on 
the basis of the radical demands of the gospel by making the gospel message a social, 
economic, and political reality. It has the courage to take the risk, knowing that, at this 
early stage, it lives in a society that refuses to believe the gospel message. It thus goes 
against the grain of societal existence because its sole aim is to share with Jesus Christ in 
his liberating activity.”°*° Throughout the gospels, we witness Jesus’ liberating activity in 
His work with and for the poor. In Matthew chapter 11, we read that after Jesus entered 
the temple and turned over the tables of the moneychangers, He made room for the blind 
and the lame and He healed them. There are many instances in scripture where Jesus sat 
and ate with publicans and sinners. In the book “Ministry of Healing,” author Ellen G. 
White says, 

We are living in the midst of an "epidemic of crime," at which thoughtful, God- 

fearing men everywhere stand aghast. The corruption that prevails, it is beyond 

the power of the human pen to describe. Every day brings fresh revelations of 
political strife, bribery, and fraud. Every day brings its heart-sickening record of 
violence and lawlessness, of indifference to human suffering, of brutal, fiendish 
destruction of human life. Every day testifies to the increase of insanity, murder, 
and suicide...And while the world is filled with these evils, the gospel is too often 
presented in so indifferent a manner as to make but little impression upon the 
consciences or the lives of men. Everywhere there are hearts crying out for 


something which they have not... The world needs today what it needed nineteen 
hundred years ago--a revelation of Christ. A great work of reform is demanded, 


*’ Cone, A Black Liberation Theology, 138. 
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and it is only through the grace of Christ that the work of restoration, physical, 


mental, and spiritual, can be accomplished. Christ's method alone will give true 
success in reaching the people. The Saviour mingled with men as one who desired 
their good. He showed His sympathy for them, ministered to their needs, and won 
their confidence. Then He bade them, “Follow Me.’?! 
In this quote, White is saying that there is a need for a revolution of Christ, which will 
spark a revolution for change. She highlights that the Savior mingled with men. In other 
words, He took the time to relate with them and understand their plight whilst they were 
under the oppression of the Roman government. The message of Jesus Christ causes us 
to be advocates for the community that we ministering to. 

Mr. Cone’s next point: “Thirdly, the church as a fellowship is a visible 
manifestation that the gospel is a reality.” This statement is so important because the 
church runs the risk of becoming social ventriloquists instead of social activists. We are 
speaking the words of Jesus but we are not doing the work of Jesus. To the community 
and the world we have become nothing but noisemakers that speak flowery words but do 
nothing substantial to back them up. It is our duty to truly live out the gospel of Jesus 
and not make His teachings become detestable to man. 

The social gospel had it right in that the gospel needs to be more than just a nod- 

to-God hour one day a week. Faith needs to bear the fruit of action within a world 

full of alienation, apathy, and hurt. In fact, the term social gospel is a pleonasm, 
since any gospel that is not social is not the gospel. God’s covenant is with all 
creatures and all creation. Christ died to save not just Me but We, not just souls 
but the entire created world. For there to be a new heaven and a new earth, the 
gospel message must be social.7? 


Cone continues to stress this fact by saying, “If the church is not free, if it is a distorted 


representation of the irruption of God’s kingdom, if it lives according to the old order (as 


*' Ellen G. White, The Ministry of Healing (Mountain View, CA: Pacific Press Publishing 
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it usually has), then no one will believe its message. If someone tells me that Christ has 
set us free from all alien loyaities, but he himself obeys the loyalties that he claims Christ 
has defeated, then I must conclude that he does not really believe what he says.”?? When 
the church does not live up to its social calling, it becomes a contradiction and become 
criticized and ignored. 

The words of James Cone and Jiirgen Moltmann make it clear that eschatology 
and liberation are not two polar ideas. Instead the two concepts are intertwined. 
Adventists tend to isolate the two ideas or heavily depend upon eschatology to absolve 
themselves from acknowledging the suffering of human beings and relieving their 
pressure. If the City Temple SDA church wants to change from just being a church group 
that takes up space in the neighborhood, then it must accept Black Liberation Theology 
and the Theology of Hope as foundational pieces of their own theology. The account of 
Nehemiah reveals to us that although Nehemiah did not live in Jerusalem, he was still 
concerned about the needs of the city’s inhabitants. Additionally, Luke’s account of Jesus 
entering the temple—to proclaim the Jubilee year and also speak a message of liberation 
on the Sabbath day—informs us that Jesus was concerned about underprivileged 
populations. 

The City Temple SDA Church or any church cannot remain comfortable with 
doing just enough to ease the congregants’ consciences. Black Liberation Theology 
reminds congregations of the unbreakable tie that they have with the community. 
Collectively, churches must actively push back the forces of evil affecting its residents. 
Jirgen Moltmann’s “Theology of Hope” suggests that although we hope for a better and 
brighter tomorrow, humans can still enjoy some sort of peace whilst they hope for a 
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future that is completely rid of suffering. It is through Moltmann’s “Theology of Hope” 


that it is realized that churches must ‘liberate while we wait.’ That means it 15 the duty of 
the church to preach the true message of the gospel that fights against systems of 
oppression. Also, like Nehemiah, churches must help develop systems of infrastructure 
for the communities that are negatively affected by those systems of oppression. 
Community involvement and organization pushes us to put the ‘neighbor’ back in the 
hood. For too long theology has afforded the opportunity to label tmpoverished 
communities as the “hood” or “ghetto.” When referring to these communities tn such 
manner, there is an indication that these inhabitants are not our neighbors, and this must 
change. When understanding that these people are our neighbors, we will be impassioned 
to seek the change that Black Liberation Theology talks about. Black Liberation 
Theology is unapologetically concerned about the plight of “black” people regardless of 
their nationality. Black Liberation Theology may scare some people because it is “black” 
and confrontational, but it is needed, Blacks and minorities in America have been taught 
to appease whites and not identify with anything that is too “black.” That way of 
thinking has always led to the black church diminishing black suffering and adopting a 
“why can’t we all just get along” attitude, which the oppressor loves because it does not 
hold them accountable. For that reason, the image of the black church has been marred in 
the community. As Cone states, 

Black denominational churches seem to be content with things as they are, getting 

fat on the misery of their sisters and brothers. Although possessing the greatest 

potentiality for black revolution, the black churches satisfy themselves with white 


solutions to earthly injustice. That 1s why persons interested in justice in this 


world so often scorn the black church, saying that it is nothing but a second rate 


oppressor.” 
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The description could not have been more accurate. This is the image we project to the 
community. To them, our church is only a building that takes up space and—-once a 

week—takes up all the extra parking. We have become broods of vipers who only seek 
to collect the widow’s mite and use up resources without using any of it to help the local 


populace. There must be a change, but that change will only come when we understand 


the true revolutionary teachings of Jesus. 


CHAPTER FIVE 


THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS 


The obvious reality of the City Temple Seventh-day Adventist Church is that it is 
located in an area of Dallas that was once thriving and surviving. Today, the southern 
sector of Dallas is saturated with pawn shops, car title loan shops, and pay day advance 
shops. It also has one of the greatest grocery gaps in the United States. As far as food is 
concerned, people in the community have to rely on processed food from local bodegas 
and fast food restaurants. It is a known fact that what you eat affects your thoughts and 
decision making. Abandoned buildings, condemned houses, and open fields full of trash 
are everywhere you go. In the middle of all this devastation stands the church, which is 
supposed to be the light in the midst of darkness. 

The intention of this chapter is to pay careful attention to the factors that lead to 
what is commonly known as the ‘hood’ or the ‘ghetto.’ Gentrification, redlining, 
redistribution, and economic justice are some of the topics that will be discussed. 
Questions that will be addressed include, what are the overarching themes that make up a 
ghetto? Does the ‘hood’ have sponsors that ensure their existence and survival? What 
should an affluent church’s responsibility be to the community, if there are any? It may 
very well appear that the City Temple SDA Church appears to be okay with the 
proliferation and destruction of the community, but that may not be the reality. The 
reality is that the church would like to do more to alleviate pain and suffering, but they do 
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not have a praxis or methodology for engaging community. They may talk about the 
need to assist and to help, but it is merely a healthy conservation with no action. Using 
examples of other churches that have been successful with developing infrastructure, 
whilst being true to the prophetic message found in the scriptures, will be most helpful in 
establishing a rule of thumb that not only the City Temple SDA Church will use, but 
other churches tn the Adventist denomination, and outside. 

Throughout the years it has been discovered that the problems facing the poor in 
America are not self-induced issues. A lot of the ills of society are associated with 
policies that favor the rich, racism, and white supremacy. Ian Lopez describes the role of 
the government in Dog Whistle Politics. He says that the government has four important 
roles to play: 

First, to help people weather the vicissitudes that easily plunge families into 

poverty, for instance job loss or ill health; second, to provide escalators of upward 

mobility, such as quality schooling, higher education, and mortgage assistance; 
third, to build the nation’s infrastructure, thus laying the groundwork for the next 
great economic boom; and fourth, to rein in marketplace abuses through 
regulation, and to prevent excessive concentrations of wealth through progressive 
taxation. 
lt is quite evident that this is not the case. The poor appear to be getting poorer and rich 
continue to get richer. The country is divided into two groups: ‘the have gots’ and the 
‘the have nots.’ 

In spite of the societal challenges, City Temple does a great job at ensuring that 
they turn on the lights twice a week: Wednesday nights for prayer meeting, and Saturdays 
for Sabbath morning worship. Regular church members and visitors travel from as far as 
fifty miles away to attend the services. For years the church would invest in the things 
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that they deemed most important. They viewed only the things that would benefit 


themselves as valuable. As Mr. James Josey describes this problem in his doctoral work, 
“The church today has a perceived value problem. If the unchurched are to be reached, 
then the problem of value must be addressed.””* If we truly value the unchurched, then it 
would shape our theology, programs, and ministries from an internal focus to an external 
one. 

Since Pastor Eddie C. Polite was installed as the pastor of the church in 2008, he 
has been adamant about pushing the congregants to redirect the church from being self- 
serving. Lots of the funds that the church collected were often spent on special days and 
special meals. These ‘special services’ would often entail the invitation of a known 
speaker, and they included travel, hotel, car rental, and honorartum. The church would 
also sponsor a meal for all of the visitors that attended on one of these “special days.’ 
Bothered by this behavior, which has gone on for years, Pastor Polite informed the 
church that he would spend the first five years of his tenure planning and implanting a 
new vision for the church. With prayer and careful study, he introduced what is known as 
a “Ministry Driven Module.” The plan splits the church leaders and ministries into four 
quadrants: serve, share, connect, and grow. Certain departments fall under these various 
quadrants, For example, under the “share ministries’ quadrant, you would find these 
ministries: health and wellness team, community services team, social action team, and 
special needs team. The outcome of the quadrants is to engage the church departments to 
work in conjunction with each other under the auspices of reaching the community. The 
module finds its basis in the great commission given by Jesus to the disciples in Matthew 


? James Anthony Posey, “The Church Without Walls: A New Faith Community Model for 
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28:19, 20, “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them tn the name of 
the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything 
that | have commanded you. And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the 
age.” Jesus encourages His disciples to ‘go’ and to ‘make disciples.’ The making of the 
disciples has to be through community action. 

When the church finally adopted the Mission Driven Module, Pastor Polite shifted 
his attention towards developing a center that could meet the needs of the community. 
The church applied for a 5013c and for grants to fund what is known as the Dallas City 
Temple LiveWell Center. The LiveWell Center is located in the Wynnewood Village 
plaza. The plaza is about ten minutes away from the church, and it serves the individuals 
in the community. The center has had some really good initiatives. They run a job fair for 
ex-convicts which has resulted in vartous companies coming to the center with job offers 
for those who have a conviction on their record. They have also done record repair 
classes, which teach anyone who has been convicted of petty crimes how to have those 
crimes removed from their records. The Live Well Center also offers classes on health, 
diet, and diabetes prevention. In the future, the director of the center hopes to continue 
the initiatives that they have begun as well as to offer mental health counseling sessions. 

It should be noted that some resistance came from not only the church, but the 
governing body of the City Temple Church, which is the Southwest Region Conference. 
Issues in regards to liability, insurance, and salaries were some of the setbacks. Although 
all of these matters were answered in a presentation given to the officials, they still had 
some reluctance. In order for the LiveWell Center to attach the name “City Temple” to 


it, the pastor had to convince the board that it would be independently funded, and would 
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not have to rely on church offerings to carry it. To this day, it still operates as an entity 
that is fully funded through grant money. 

One of the reasons for the opposition towards the Live Well Center is a result of 
Seventh-day Adventists not adapting or creating a theology that addresses the least of 
these. Like all Seventh-day Adventists, the theology focuses heavily on last day 
prophetic messages. If the LiveWell Center were a place where individuals could pick up 
materials regarding eschatology and doctrinal tenets of the Seventh-day Adventist 
church, individuals may have a stronger and more complete buy-in from the church; not 
only a complete buy-in, but also complete participation and acceptance. It is difficult for 
Adventists to see a prophetic last day ‘end times’ message given unless it is through 
preaching and doing Bible studies. The idea of eschatology through the lens of social 
Justice is something absolutely unheard of and awkward. Since the Seventh-day 
Adventist organization has taken a hard line stance against politics, and truly stands by 
the notion of separation of church and state, they see the problems of society as a 
perpetual never ending cycle that Jesus will ultimately end with the advent. The belief 
that we ought to stand by and watch people suffer until the day Jesus returns is absurd. 
The black Seventh-day Adventist church must take a hard stand in regards to its identity 
and mission. Frederick Harris emphatically raises this point, “After Emancipation, when 
newly freed black men had their first opportunities for open political engagement, 
religious institutions provided for the organizational infrastructure for mass political 


mobilization.”° “Thus it was churches that provided meeting space for political 
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gatherings, and church leadership and laity were elected to state political conventions and 
to state and local elected offices.’”* 

In the book Faith-Rooted Organizing it says, “Transforming a community 
requires more than neighborhood development; it demands courageous organizing and 
persistent strategic advocacy.”” Whilst organizing churches and leaders has its place in 
the work for a better society, advocacy ensures commitments from local politicians and 
leaders to effect change in the neighborhood. Both aspects require hard work and 
patience. It should also be noted that the work of reformation and change does not 
happen overnight. Opposition and resistance can come from the outside, and at times 
even from the inside, but the workers cannot allow those things to impede the progress 
that must be made. The church is in need of a consistent and persistent methodology by 
which it will transform the community that it is in. It is quite evident that if one were to 
take a drive through the southern sector of Dallas, one would see neighborhoods that 
have been devastated and abandoned. Various studies have been performed that shed 
light on the redlining that occurs in some districts, which are predominantly black. These 
issues are not simply native to Dallas, but all across America the working poor are 
subject to the policies and machinations of the elite. Edward Goetz highlights this issue in 
New Deal Ruins: Race, Economic Justice, and Public Housing Policy, as he describes the 
problem with public housing: 

Although public housing’s political support had never been widespread or entirely 

secure, the shift in its clientele from “the deserving poor” (as represented by the 


intact families of working, albeit low-income residents) to marginalized single- 
parent, welfare, and minority families has meant consistent underfunding and a 
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steady disinvestment, both literal and political, from the commitment to provide 
safe, decent, and affordable housing through public ownership. In too many 
places the physical stock was allowed to decay, and maintenance was deferred or 


ignored.° 
His analysis points to the fact that certain zip codes are intentionally left to be 
underfunded and destroyed, because of their clientele. Public housing was never created 
to be an end-ali for the residents; it was created to be a stepping stone for families to 
move on from. 

Not only is there decay tn the public housing sector, but we also find decay in the 
community. There are boarded up businesses with heaps of garbage stacked in front of 
them. The only new businesses that come to these poor areas are those that seek to 
exploit and hurt those who are already suffering. Examples of these businesses are 
payday loan advance shops, car title loan advance shops, and pawn shops. Food deserts 
are normal, as the only options for the residents to choose from are fast food chains, 
liquor stores, and Chinese cuisine. Claud Anderson describes some of the issues in the 
communities that many churches reside in: 

We have more killings and crime, more school dropouts and drug users. 

Integration killed our communities. We have no black economic structure to solve 

the problems of our community. Our black churches and families are weak and 

struggling. We have yet to gain control of our communities and our destinies. The 

Vietnamese, Koreans, Indians, Iranians and Mexicans are putting up profitable 

businesses our neighborhoods. And we are still hopelessly vulnerable to every 

danger—from police brutality to violence and poverty.’ 


These are the conditions that so many people live in. These are the conditions that 


children have to walk past to get to their already failing school. The problem is that these 
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issues are intentionally created as a means to gentrify struggling communities. Lance 
Freeman refers to gentrification as such: “A definition supplied by the Encyclopedia of 
Housing defines gentrification as "The process by which central urban neighborhoods 
that have undergone disinvestments and economic decline experience a reversal, 
reinvestment, and the in-migration of a relatively well-off, middle- and upper middle- 
class population."® Big banks, as well as major corporations, and developers entertain the 
idea of destroying communities so that they could seize properties at basement prices. 
The process by which they redevelop is through building expensive condominiums and 
inviting a brand new population to make the community better. With this new population 
comes police presence, supermarkets, better parks, and simply, an improved way of life. 
The major issue with this is that those that make the decisions on behalf of the ‘hood’ do 
not live in the ‘hood’ or anywhere near it. These decision makers represent the leeches of 
society that suck resources out of the ‘hood’ and pump it into their pockets. John Powell 
says, “Our aim therefore should be for universal goals and outcomes, not just universal 
processes or strategies.” There are instances when universal processes or strategies can 
work, but there is also a need for targeted strategies for a specific purpose and outcome. 
Certain areas have certain demands and needs. Powell goes on to say, “Programs should 
be universal in goals, but unless they are targeted in approach, the goals of fairness and 


inclusion will falter — not just for the most marginalized blacks and the undocumented, 
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but also for many other racialized and non-racialized groups, such as people living in 
rural areas, people with disabilities, and the elderly.”'® 

The one entity that continues to thrive, and survive in poor communities is the 
church. The church has always, and will always have a presence in the ‘hood.’ Robert 
Franklin states that, 

The black church has been and continues to function as the hub of civil society 

and remains the center of social life in many black communities. It was the 

community's source of aid and philanthropy, a center for learning and literacy, a 

zone for political education and mobilization, an organizer of financial capital, 

and keeper of a collective cultural memory. '' 
It is from the church that all meaning for life, and instruction should flow. God has 
called the church to be the light in the midst of darkness, as well as an advocate for 
justice not just for its members, but for the community wherein it resides. “For this 
reason the preferential option for the poor not only demands that we seek to know, 
seriously and responsibly, the reality and the causes of poverty: not only does such an 
option lead us to make our pastoral action more effective and to deepen our theological 
reflection.”'* The only way that this concept can become a reality is based upon the 
church’s response to poverty and pain. The City Temple SDA Church sits right on 
Bonnie View road, which is not too far from Martin Luther King Blvd, Keist Blvd, Cedar 


Crest Blvd, and Corinth Street. All of those roads listed, have visible, tangible effects of a 


community and people that have been abandoned. Although some critics may say that 
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the members do not live on those streets, it is still an unreasonable excuse to seclude 
oneself from the problems they are facing. 

Civil rights activist and theologian Dr. Robert Linthicum provides a praxis and 
methodology for churches that are seeking to engage their communities. His perspective 
comes from first-hand experience through his work in African American communities 
and overseas. In the opening chapter of the book, Linthicum states that, 

Most of the writers of the Bible were motivated by a perception of God’s 

intentions for human society—not only spiritual, but also economic, political and 

social. The Bible paints a very clear picture of the way society is meant to be and 

a vision of the world toward which we should be powerfully working. '° 
In most cases, the church only has an idea of what the world should be and how they 
would like it to operate. An idea is great, but the vision makes it plain and realistic. 
Having a biblical vision of the world allows the looker to see things the way God 
intended. It is through that vision that we are able to confront those systems of 
oppression. Because the City Temple SDA Church does not have a working social 
justice methodology, nor does the Adventist church organization, a foundation is very 
much needed to provide the change that is desperately desired. 

The overarching question that has consistently presented itself is what does the 
City Tempie SDA Church value? It appears that the church values evangelism and 
reaching the unsaved, but majority of the funds are spent on themselves for special days 
and occasions, A shift-must occur in the minds of the congregants and that should come 


from the pulpit. The church must see themselves as God’s representatives on Earth. They 


must acknowledge themselves as God’s instruments of righteousness and justice, and the 
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modern day Israelites that He intended for them to be, called out of darkness to be a light. 


Robert Linthicum says, 
It is because Israel stands for a national justice and relational culture that is 
opposed to what the other nations stand for. And if [srael does not keep itself 
separate from those nations, it will eventually be seduced by those nations into 
forming a society equally committed to domination by the wealthy and powerful 
and devoid of a people truly right with God and each other." 
It is the whole concept of being in the world but not of it. The church cannot adopt a 
capitalistic mindset that incorporates the ways of the world in its policies and procedures. 
I find all too often within my context that the congregants allow society to influence their 
thoughts and imaginations about the marginalized. These audacious thoughts allow the 
church to justify their actions by creating a separation with the community. They may 
taik, preach, quote scriptures and discuss methods of reaching those on the fringes of 
society. Unfortunately, it means nothing until we actually seek to make contact with 
them. Robert Franklin explains this idea further, 
There are times when we should study the pain, and times when we should share 
and feel the pain. Then there are times we should mobilize to end the pain, But 
leaders who are unaware of, or uncomfortable with engaging and addressing, the 
pain of the people are unlikely to mobilize the power of 'the people. Underneath 
our pain lays our power. But someone must name our pain and guide us through 
the common pains and the occasional deeper traumas of human existence. '° 
There can be no impact unless there is contact. 
Robert Linthicum believes that the church ought to seek the ‘shalom’ that the 
scriptures speak of. Our understanding of ‘shalom’ cannot be limited to what we know as 


‘peace.’ Shalom carries deeper and richer implications, and it should inform the way we 


think and look at society. Mr. Linthicum defines it as such, 


'* Linthicum, Transforming Power, 29. 


> Franklin, Crisis in the Village, Kindle Location 10. 
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Shalom ts an exceedingly rich concept, a comprehensive word dealing with and 
covering all the relationships of daily life, expressing the ideal state of life in 
Israel and, indeed, the entire world. The concept of shalom essentially has to do 
with what the Israelites saw as being foundational to life: being in community 
with each other. !° 


He explains further what that means for the Jews: 


So when Jews wish each other “shalom,” they are wishing for each other’s health, 
security, long life, prosperity, successful completion of an enterprise, victory in 
war. In other words, they are wishing God’s best for the entirety of a person’s 
life, for all her relationship with others, for all he sets his hand to do. And they 
are wishing for such fullness both for that person’s life and for the Jewish 
community through the world."’ 


This concept of shalom ts a universal idea that speaks to the community. Linthicum 
emphasizes that Christians ought to seek the prosperity and peace of their neighbors. It is 
the responsibility of the church to ensure that all areas of lives are doing as well as they 
can. In order for true meaningful change to be ushered in there must be community 
organizing. Nehemiah sought not only to rebuild the walls in Jerusalem, but he also 
created a sense of communal integrity amongst the Israelites. 
The task of faith-based community organizing 1s not so much community 
development as it is community organizing. That is, the task of faith-based 
organizing 1s not, finally, to organize institutions to address their issues of public 
life, as it is to organize in order to create a community. A Shalom community is 


birthed in the city by moving beyond the continuing addressing of the people’s 
issues. !® | 


The fabric of life must be a reality in the community that our church is in. The idea of 
‘shalom’ is communicated to us in these verses found in Jeremiah 29:5-7, 


Build houses and dwell in them; plant gardens and eat their fruit. Take wives and 
beget sons and daughters; and take wives for your sons and give your daughters to 


© Linthicum, Transforming Power, 37. 
'? Linthicum, 7ransforming Power, 37. 


'5 Robert C. Linthicum, Bui/ding a People of Power: Equipping Churches to Transform their 
Communities (Colorado Springs, CO: Authentic Publishing, 2006), 257. 
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husbands, so that they may bear sons and daughters—that you may be increased 
there, and not diminished. And seek the peace of the city where I have caused 
you to be carried away captive, and pray to the Lord for it; for in its peace you 
will have peace. 
If we are to use Linthicum’s interpretation of ‘shalom’ then it must be understood within 
this context that the success of Israel is dependent upon the success of the Babylonians. 
God encourages them to seek the ‘shalom’ of the city, for in its ‘shalom’ you will have 
‘shalom.’ Linthicum stresses the fact that God is not requiring them to seek the peace of 
Jerusalem, but to seek the peace of the city that they are in, and that city is Babylon. God 
encourages Israel to pray for the success of those who have held them captive. The 
congregants of City Temple would not even imagine that their success is contingent upon 
the success of the inhabitants of the Cedar Crest community. Therefore, if we are to 
apply the text, it is a fact that City Temple’s stagnant, unproductive status is a result of 
their insular understandings of scriptures. When the church ceases from the continual 
self-seeking ways and puts aside its own agenda for the sake of others, then there will be 
results not only in the community, but in the church as well. The text has universal 
implications, which means that wherever the church is, then it ought to pray for the peace 
of that region. Israel was in Babyionian captivity for seventy years, which ensured that 
they would model this behavior for their children. The seventy years of exile was enough 
time for a generation to die, before Israel was freed. Ironically, City Temple has been in 
the Cedar Crest community for over fifty years, time which they cannot get back, but it is 
enough time to start modeling a ministry that reflects the interests of the community. 
Linthicum provides the work towards ‘shalom’ in the city through being God’s 


presence in the city, praying for the city, practicing your faith through action and 


proclaiming the good news. Each work provides a step-by-step action plan for engaging 
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and transforming a community through God’s righteousness, Justice, and shalom. 
Linthicum says that, “we are to be advocates for the powerless. It is the job of God’s 
people to ‘stand in the breach’ and defend the cause of the poor, the powerless and the 
marginalized before the ‘principalities and powers’ of the city and state.”'? 

There are some critics within the Adventist organization that strongly stand 
against social justice. In an article written by Hilari Henriques of Prophesy Again 
entitled, “The Everlasting Gospel vs. the Social Gospel” she writes that the social gospel 
agenda clashes against the everlasting gospe! mentioned in Revelation 14:6-12, which is 
a major foundational doctrine of the Seventh-day Adventist Church. Within the 
organization, there has been a movement amongst younger Seventh-day Adventist 
pastors and local leaders to be more engaged in civil rights and advocates for the weak. 
Oakwood University, the only HBCU operated by the Seventh-day Adventist Church, 
recently held a march in the wake of the untimely deaths of unarmed young black men. 
Andrews University, which is also operated by the Seventh-day Adventist Church and 
also houses the only Adventist Theological Seminary, held a march as well with the 
university ’s co-chaplain and a group of students. The article pinpoints these happenings 
as distractions to the true mission God has called the church to. Henriques writes, 

During these marches and protests, there has been no mention whatsoever of sin 

and righteousness and the only remedy for societal and institutional evils and 

abuses. Social reform and the acquisition of temporal benefits are meaningless if 
those being targeted, both the oppressed and the oppressor, are not led to 
repentance and heart conversion. Christ’s truth is not uplifted and emphasized in 


these activities; therefore such exercises are ineffective in achieving lasting 
change.”” 


'? Linthicum, Transforming Power, 93. 


*° Hilari Henriques, The Everlasting Gospel Versus the Social Gospel, accessed April 2, 2015, 
hitp://prophesyagain.org/the-everlasting-gospel-vs-the-social-gospel/#more-659. 
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This misunderstanding of social justice is not just akin to her own thoughts. The article 
garnered 512 shares on Facebook, and over thirty-five comments in total support of the 
article. The thinking behind this article sheds light on the miseducation of Adventists 
when it comes to the Sabbath, social justice, and African American history in America. 
The author continues with an admonition to all Seventh-day Adventist pastors: “Seventh- 
Day Adventists pastors should be exposing this diabolical evil, the social gospel. Since 
this perversion of the gospel does not emphasize the three angels’ messages, its adherents 
will be ied to lay aside their peculiar doctrines and join in ecumenism with the various 
religions and churches of Babylon.”?! Henriques fails to realize that the Book of 
Revelation was written by the Apostle John while he was incarcerated on the isle of 
Patmos. John is writing from a prisoner’s perspective to Christians who were oppressed 
by Roman occupation and domination. This kind of thinking comes from years of 
Adventist doctrine that looks at scripture through the eyes of the privileged and is only 
concerned with pushing their unique agenda on Earth. 

Another article written by a Seventh-day Adventist entitled, “Social Justice, a 
Christian Duty,” although not as brutally misinformed as the prior one as the author did 
support social justice, but the response was very ‘Adventist.’ The author asks a question 
and then proceeds to answer it: 

So how do we fight for social justice without hurting our cause? The simplest way 

is to love. Love was the reason Jesus came to restore God’s character to man. 


What had we misunderstood about His character? Simply that God 1s love. We 
can analyze it, dissect it, study it for hours on end, but the result will be the same: 


*! Henriques, The Everlasting Gospel Versus the Social Gospel, accessed April 2, 2015, 
http://prophesyagain.org/the-everlasting-gospel-vs-the-social-gospel/#more-659. 
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God is love. And if love is at the very root of His character, shouldn’t it be at the 
root of ours?” 


Once again the words “hurting our cause’ are always an agenda within the church’s 
motives. It seems like Seventh-day Adventist only exist to promote a last day message 
which entails the government mandating that all Christians worship on Sunday. Although 
all denominations have some sort of agenda that they want to push, Adventists see 
themselves as the only truth bearers left on Earth. Their total disregard for the sufferings 
of humankind is diametrically opposed to the gospel Jesus preached. Jesus’ inaugural 
speech is found in Luke 4:16-19, His last message to the disciples can be found in 
Matthew 25:34-41, 
Then the King will say to those on his right, ‘Come, you who are blessed by my 
Father, inherit the Kingdom prepared for you from the creation of the world. For I 
was hungry, and you fed me. I was thirsty, and you gave me a drink. I was a 
stranger, and you invited me into your home. I was naked, and you gave me 
clothing. I was sick, and you cared for me. I was in prison, and you visited me. 
Then these righteous ones will reply, ‘Lord, when did we ever see you hungry and 
feed you? Or thirsty and give you something to drink? Or a stranger and show 
you hospitality? Or naked and give you clothing? *? When did we ever see you 
sick or in prison and visit you? And the King will say, ‘I tell you the truth, when 
you did it to one of the least of these my brothers and sisters, you were doing it to 
me! Then the King will turn to those on the left and say, ‘Away with you, you 
cursed ones, into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his demons. 
Jesus’ final counsel to His disciples was to administer series to the ‘least of these.’ It isa 
call to ensure that those on the fringes of society are ministered to and cared for. For 
example, in the parabie, Jesus tells those that tgnore the poor to depart from Him because 
He did not know them. 


The article does not definitively give instructions on how to seek justice for 


others. The author states that we must love, because God is love. The statement is 


* Kimberly Tagert-Paul, “Social Justice, a Christian Duty?,” Seventh-day Adventist Church, 
October 23, 2014, accessed March 1, 2015, https:/(Awww.adventist.org/en/service/religious- 
liberty/article/go/-/social-justice-a-christian-duty/. 
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consistent with the general belief of the Adventist that ‘Jesus will fix everything when He 
comes, so we are just to love the poor.’ Once again, [ cannot emphasize how much of a 
disservice we have done to ourselves by only focusing on a gospel that waits for the last 
day, whilst ignoring what happens today. 

In conclusion, the works of Robert Linthicum and Robert Franklin will prove 
helpful in stating the case and the thesis for the project. Ultimately, the task 1s to show 
the discrepancies and holes in the Adventists’ doctrines because there is a lack in regards 
to social justice ministries and advocacy. 

The examples raised in this paper will provide the catalyst in proving ministries of 
social justice and advocacy work. For the City Temple Church to adapt and adopt a 
methodology and praxis for the work of social justice, they need to see a working model 
of it. For most of the lives of those Adventist Church congregants, they have been 
exposed to only one aspect of the gospel. The failure to launch from theory to practice is 
a result of being kept in the dark, and it is a misrepresentation of the radical teachings of 
Jesus Christ. The foundational piece of this chapter 1s discovered in seeking the ‘shalom’ 
of the city that Linthicum encourages Christians to seek. The peace and prosperity of 
Israe] is dependent on the success of the city. This does not mean that the Israelites must 
pray for continual oppression and systems that will push them off the edge of society; but 
it means that they ought to be the presence of God even as they are sojourners in the land 
until God brings them out. 

The discussion about Sabbath as social justice will be able to debunk the myths 
and ideas that it is only a day of rest; but it is also a day of equality and favor for the 


disadvantaged. The observance of the Sabbath must be the means by which all 
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Adventists should seek to civically engage in the affairs of society. God ensures through 
the fourth commandment that we ought to share Sabbath principles with the stranger that 
is within our gates as well as others within proximity. There is also the ‘acceptable year 
of the Lord’ that Jesus emphasized at the end of sermon in the synagogue. The ‘year of 
the Lord’ refers to the Jubilee Year, which encompasses the freedom of slaves, but which 
also sought justice for the earth in that the land was given an opportunity to rest. Sabbath 
implications and studies will help build a bridge between the church and social justice. 
Since the Sabbath is the major tenet of the church, all teachings and new ideas must be 


derived from its core message. 


CHAPTER SIX 


PROJECT ANALYSIS 


The last few years have been quite a journey for me writing and implementing 
this project. It gave me the opportunity to learn more about myself, and my context as it 
relates to the structure of the church and social justice. In this chapter of my document I 
hope to take you on this journey with me, as I describe and analyze the results of the 
work done. 

I led the church in a four-part preaching and teaching series entitled “Putting the 
Neighbor back in the Hood.” The purpose of the sermon series was to enlighten the 
church about social justice through the scriptures. The church must see it, to be it. 
Education, and action hurts the church in many ways. The belief that charity is a social 
justice is a notion that must be debunked. Although charity is great, justice must not be 
ignored. Charity only puts Band-Aids on issues, but justice seeks to be the ointment that 
heals. Our God given mandate is to help those the most vulnerable of society, and 
provide them with the power to stand on their own two feet. 

The sermons preached came from various texts in the Bible from the Old and 
New Testament. A campaign and flyers were made, the series opened with the message 
entitled “This is for the Thug in You,” using Matthew 21:12-14 which says, 

Jesus entered the Temple and began to drive out ail the people buying and selling 

animals for sacrifice. He knocked over the tables of the money changers and the 


chairs of those selling doves. He said to them, “The Scriptures declare, ‘My 
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Temple will be called a house of prayer,’ but you have turned it into a den of 
thieves!” The blind and the lame came to him in the Temple, and he healed them. 


The interpretation of the text is to show that Jesus expressed anger and disappointment 
towards the religious leaders who were taking advantage of the poor. Jesus overturned 
the tables, which if we are to follow His examples then we ought to overturn the tables of 
oppression that physically dominate the poor. The text then shows that Jesus invited the 
blind, and the lame to come into the temple. He invited those that were living on the 
fringes of society. As Obery Hendricks, states in his book The Politics of Jesus, Jesus 
used His anger for the mistreatment of others. The example Jesus provides tn this 
account is the exampie the church should follow. City Temple was informed that there 
are things tn this world that should make them angry, and that anger should drive them to 
make changes. 

The second installment came from the story of the good Samaritan found in Luke 
10:25-37, which draws its title from the passage itself, “Who Is My Neighbor?” The 
church had to grapple with the understanding that my neighbor is the one that ! have been 
taught to overlook. The ongoing struggle and strife between the Jews and Samaritans 
provide a substantial basis for how we treat our neighbors. The media teaches us to who 
to despise, and who to project prejudice towards. Through the increasing number of 
negative images of African Americans put out by the media, and the continual vilifying 
of Muslims, the body has gone to extreme measures to protect themselves from such 
individuals. The church was challenged to find ways to use their resources to help those 
that are in need. It was also made known that it is the duty of the church to make sure 
that the roads travelled by individuals are safe enough that they are not beat up and 


robbed by bandits. 
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The third installment of the preaching and teaching series was entitled “We 
Gonna Be Alright,” a title extracted from Kendrick Lamar’s blockbuster album ‘To Pimp 
a Butterfly.” On that week, we looked at story of Joshua 8:1-2. Looking at that conquest 
of Israelites of Ai, the church was led to understand that the victory did not come without 
some challenges. In the previous chapter the Israelites could not defeat Ai, because there 
was ‘sin in the camp.’ It was to their discovery that Achan had stolen goods from a 
previous battle and hid them underneath his tent. The primary focus of that sermon was 
the community, or to take care of those that hurt the community, within the community. 
Although we have a plethora of issues facing us from all angles, there is a social 
responsibly amongst ourselves to point out, and call out the Achan’s within our 
communities that hait progress. The point that must not be taken lightly is that Israel had 
to deal with the issue, and not an outside party. Often in our community we wait for 
others to handle our situations, yet we are always disappointed by the way it is done. 
After Joshua sought the Lord, he confronted Achan. The scriptures inform us that for 
them move forward they had purge the camp of Achan and his family through death. In 
no way were we advocating to murder of anyone, but the responsibility of the church is to 
address the issues within our community that are caused by those that are in it. We 
cannot be all right, until we start taking a hard look at our community and ourselves. 

The final installment of sermons was taken from the book of Luke 4:16-19, 
entitled “This is a Message from Our Sponsor.” It was a deeper look into the 
revolutionary teachings of Jesus Christ when he entered the temple. Jesus intentionally 
made his way back to his home, Nazareth, to deliver a message about social change, and 


the acceptable year of the Lord. Luke informed us that Jesus drew His message from the 
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book of Isaiah. Jesus informed the listeners that the Spirit of the Lord was upon Him to 
preach the gospel to the poor, heal the brokenhearted, proclaim liberty to the captives, 
give sight to the blind, set at liberty those that were oppressed, and to proclaim the 
acceptable year of the Lord, which was also known as the Jubilee Year. The emphasis on 
the text passage plays an intricate roll in the minds of Seventh-day Adventists because it 
highlights the fact that Jesus preached this on the Sabbath. He also correlated the ideas 
and concepts of social justice with the jubilee year found in Exodus 21:1, 2. The church 
was taught that the message Jesus proclaimed in the temple was not just spiritual ideas, 
but that Christ came to literally deliver the oppressed. Jesus spoke truth to power, because 
what He preached about was a reality. 

For Adventists, the Sabbath has been only marked by simply as a day of rest from 
all labors and cares. The rest that God intended was not to be something that was 
mutually exclusive that allows us to turn off ears to the suffering of mankind. It was 
brought to the acknowledgement of the church that Jesus’ call to social action was a 
divine charge from God to be more actively involved in change. 

The church’s reception to the message was overwhelmingly positive. The 
congregants began to catch the vision, and because of their desire to hear more social 
justice teachings, my ministry leaders and I developed a response card with a series of 
questions to get feedback. The questions were, did you enjoy the series on social justice, 
would you like to be more active in social justice, do you think that this church should be 
engaged in the affairs of the community? On that Sabbath, we collected about two 
hundred fifty cards from the congregants with each member desiring to have more 


knowledge in regards to what God says about social justice. 
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The cards were collected and put into a database with weekly emails being sent 
with social justice themes. After the database was put together | invited the Dallas Area 
Interfaith (DAI) to do a social justice training workshop. The DAI is a multiethnic, and 
multi~-issue faith based group that addresses social needs in the Dallas metropolitan area. 
The training was centered around the problems facing the people the living in the Cedar 
Crest neighborhood where City Temple finds itself. Such as lack of police response, 
stray dogs, prostitution, and poor lighting at the train station. Their presentation at the 
workshop also spoke about the pressures facing families, and the corporations that make 
decisions on behalf of residents in Cedar Crest. 

The presentation led to what was known as a community action night, where local 
residents, and other faith groups convened to voice their concerns. The theme of the 
evening was based in Nehemiah’s plan to rebuild, and restore the walls in Jerusalem. For 
the Saturday morning service before the action night, I preached about Nehemiah’s 
passion to make a difference. Nehemiah left his position in the palace to go to the ruins 
to be with his people to build an infrastructure of safety and security. The appeal was 
made to congregants of City Temple to be present at the Cedar Crest Church of Christ, as 
we voiced the concerns of the residents to city officials. 

The purpose of the training and action night was to expose a dormant, commuter 
church to the concerns of the community. It also opened the church to discover the 
difference between social justice and charity. Charity would have been a temporary 
Band-Aid on the problems, but justice at times is long, tedious, and requires lots of 


patience. As a result of the community action night, and collaborating with various faith 


128 


groups it sparked an excitement amongst the members of the City Temple church to be 
more cognizant of the problems, and vigilant in fighting for justice. 

Since this was a new venture for the City Temple church, I found that the model 
of preaching and teaching was a great introduction to models of social justice. The initial 
steps of allowing them to discover God’s active role in the liberty of His people 
confronted the members to reevaluate the way they viewed God and the scriptures. The 
discovery of joining hands with others, from different denominations proved to be 
extremely helpful as well. The ability to hear, and see the pain that the residents were 
suffering from proved to them that the struggle for equality and freedom is real. [ have 
discovered that the process of teaching and preaching does not work for a post-modern 
congregation. They are looking for real stories, in real time, and real work that they want 
to become engaged in. 

Since the preaching of the sermonic series the church has seen an influx of young 
adults seeking more and meaningful ways to express their faith by helping the 
disenfranchised. Although it galvanized the congregation and visitors to be more 
involved, I realized that preaching and a few cameo appearances in the community was 
not enough. The feedback that I received from some of the congregants was the usual 
comments, “pastor that was a great sermon,” “thank you for that word,” etc. It must be 
noted that on a regular Sabbath there were at least five hundred individuals in attendance, 
at the action night there were only about thirty people. As stated before, the congregation 
enjoyed the sermons, there were many that affirmed tt by saying Amen, clapping of 
hands, pointing, and standing up. However, when their presence was expected and 


required, the shouters were absent, the clappers were silent, the pointers put their hands in 
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their pockets, and the standers chose to sit in their homes. | imagined that these findings 
were only unique to my church, but the other denominations were facing the same thing 
as well. Although I was very disappointed by the turnout, I did leave the room for the 
simple fact that some people did not have the flexibility to be able to show up for the 
“Night Out” to address issues facing the community. I rested on a few conclusions 
mentally, either some members were too busy, some were too tired, or perhaps some 
were just uninterested. 

As disappointed as I was, I continued to preach sermons with a social justice 
theme. The previous chapter provided the immediate positive feedback from the 
sermons. There was also feedback received that was not too negative, but they are so 
important that it cannot be ignored. Some members stated that the pastor preached too 
many social justice sermons. They stated that they wanted to hear more sermons about 
the mark of the beast, and the Catholic Church. The congregants asked to please deal 
with weightier topics like Daniel and the Book of Revelation. Essentially, they were 
asking for more sermons about what makes us Adventists, and the true church, which 
goes back to the fact that there is a generation of Seventh-day Adventists that see 
traditional Adventist prophetic messages as the true gospel and enough for us to put our 
energy in. When it comes to prophetic messages in the Adventist church, that solely 
means sermons pointing to the works of the Catholic Church and how that relates to 
Adventists losing their freedom to worship on Saturday. 

At times, it is very difficult for them to wrap their minds around the idea that a 
prophetic message does not have to solely deal with last day events. To the Adventist 


mind prophecy always refers to what pertains to the end times, and the imminent return 
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of Jesus Christ. A prophetic word always deals with the immediate matters at hand. 
When God gave the Children of Israel prophetic messages, it was not to simply point to 
the future, but it was primarily focused on them dealing with the crisis at hand. Through 
Micah who ts placed into the section of the minor prophets reminds the Israelites in 
chapter 6:8, “No, O people, the Lord has told you what is good, and this is what he 
requires of you: to do what is right, to love mercy, and to walk humbly with your God.” 
While it is true that there was a cry for less social justice issues, | understood that as 
coded language for, they wanted less black empowerment sermons, which, in my opinion 
is a testimony of self-denial and self-hate that has been promoted through scripture, and 
bought by black Adventists that they must put aside their basic needs for the sake of 
being unified. It supports what I have been trying to say throughout this document, in 
regards to the injustice that has been done to black Christians, through scripture by 
divorcing their minds from their bodies. What I mean by this is that, their minds are so 
focused on heavenly things, while their bodies are dying policies and structures that are 
aimed directly at them. Alternatively, their minds are so concerned with focusing on a 
National Sunday Law, and the Pope’s whereabouts they have overlooked the homeless, 
the sick, the dying, the orphans and the widows on the streets. It is for that reason ] 
realized that I must do more than preaching, in order to convey the truth about social 
justice found in the scriptures. 

After the untimely deaths of Philando Castile, and Alton Sterling it sent America 
in an uproar and placed blacks and whites on the defense. Some continued the call to 
fight the power, and speak out against injustice done towards blacks. Then there were 


those that defended the police, and said we need to be patient and get all the facts. For 
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the most part the City Temple Church was divided. Some as usual decided to ignore it at 
church, but were vocal about it on social media, as if to say that discussions like these 
were only acceptable outside of the church, but not inside. This phenomenon was not 
unique to the members of my context, but other Seventh-day Adventist members as well. 
Most of them use social media as an outlet for discussing matters concerning social 
justice, but never fathom or consider doing the same thing at their church. Not much 
longer after the deaths of Philando Castile, and Alton Sterling a peaceful rally and march 
held downtown Dallas turned into mayhem when marksman shot and killed five Dallas 
police officers. 

The news and reactions that was seen on Facebook were alarming. The marches, 
the protests, the anger, the distraught was all but too much to process for that reason two 
Wednesday night prayer meeting sessions were dedicated to dealing with the pain. The 
first Wednesday night session was called “Healing for the Broken.” The church was 
opened with a panel of individuals that were, and were not present at the shooting. The 
panel consisted of four individuals a bystander, a female, an African-American male, and 
an army vet. The discussion opened up with prayer and an article written by Cheryl 
Corley, “Coping While Black: A Season of Traumatic News Takes a Psychological Toll.” 
In that article Chery] articulately described the trauma and pain that blacks face while 
living in America. In particular, she highlighted the words Eric Garner says before he 
took his last breath. “Garner died after an officer put him in a chokehold. "You'll recall 
that Eric Garner, before he passed, he said, 'I'm tired of you all. I'm tired of you harassing 
me. I'm tired of you messing with me every day,'" she says. "He was really 


acknowledging that what he experienced on that one particular day was what he had 
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experienced on many, many other days.”' Blacks in America carry a heavy load on their 
shoulders. By continually seeing death after death of people that look like you, it can 
challenge you psychologically. It will either make you depressed, or callous towards the 
dying. 

The session that evening was to basically talk about what was witnessed and how 
people are coping with it. During the sessions one of the panelists broke down crying 
when asked if he felt any remorse for the officers. The response of the panelist was a 
simple no, “I don’t feel sorry for them, because they’ve been killing us, and no one has 
any sympathy for us.” The statement was followed with tears, on behalf of the fear he 
lives in for his newborn son. Others were emotional as well, just trying to figure out 
why is all of this happening? 

Betore we attempted to try to fix the problems we discovered that we needed to 
fix us. A trained counselor was also present at the first session to give tips and 
recommendations of how to deal with trauma. How to channel your anger for positive 
outcomes, and create real change in the lives of individuals? Some of the suggestions 
were reflecting more on scripture, praying more than once a day, turning off the 
television and social media, and spending more time with family and friends. 

The second week was about implementation. That session was entitled “I Am 
Here For You.” Echoing the words of the little girl in the vehicle when Philando Castile 
was shot, we wanted to discuss how can we as a people be there for each other? How can 


we truly be our brothers keeper, and put the neighbor back in the hood? The 


' Cheryl Corley, “Coping While Black: A Season of Traumatic News Takes a Psychological Toll,” 


NPR, July 2, 2015, accessed January 1, 2017, 
http://www.npr.org/sections/codeswitch/2015/07/02/419462959/coping-while-black-a-season-of-traumatic- 


news-takes-a-psychological-toll. 
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congregation was ready to participate, and came with ideas. Some of those ideas were 
opening up the church for honest dialogue and discussion to encourage members to be 
able to express themselves without any reservations. The members and visitors that were 
present committed to being actively present in the community. 

A major outcome from the discussions resulted in a voter registration and 
education day. Upon the realization that in order for real change to occur we must attack 
the polls. By attacking polls means seeking to obtain more positions of power, and elect 
individuals who are genuinely concerned about issues in impoverished communities and 
the world. It is one thing for a candidate to share the same color as you, but do they 
share the same values as you? The process that we decided to embark upon was not to 
simply register people to vote, but to also educate them in regards to what they should 
look for in a candidate. 

Those that volunteered were very dedicated. It was a mixture of ail ages male and 
female. Every Thursday night leading up to the last day to register individuals to vote we 
met at the church to determine ways to be effective in our efforts. The City of Dallas 
came to deputize the members. Materials were printed, and t-shirts were produced. The 
excitement level of the members to do this was very surprising. This was the first time 
that the City Temple SDA Church opened its doors for voter registration. Although on 
the days leading up to the last day to register there was not much traffic, but to see the 
church move towards this type of action was monumental. It was also very moving to 
see that it was the members that lead the initiative. City Temple was the only church in 
the Cedar Crest Community that opened their doors for voter registration, and we were 


the only Seventh-day Adventist church in Dallas to do the same. 
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One of the volunteers suggested that we visit the local high school in the 
neighborhood to set up a voter registration booth. Upon talking to the principal and the 
community liaison, they opened the doors for us to come and register to vote. An entire 
day was spent at the school encouraging the children to register. Some signed up 
voluntarily and others we had to do a little explaining the power they possessed as voters. 
[ realized that the Latino students were much more willing to sign up, it took a little 
longer to see some of the African American students to sign up to vote. Some comments 
that were made by the African-American students were like, “Why vote, ain’t nothing 
gonna change?,” “Voting is stupid,” “That’s for white people,” or the common “I’m 
good,” which simply means leave me alone. The defeat in the speech from our youth is 
deep rooted. At such a young age, they already have the feelings of disenfranchisement 
and marginalization, to feel as if their voice does not count. I wonder if the same reaction 
would have been given if these children were attending a school in a better zip code. | 
could not help but wonder if we would have been met with the same resistance if we 
were in a white school in the Highland Park area of Dallas, TX. Are African Americans 
children discouraged from obtaining positions of power versus white students? Some of 
the students were confused about voting, and did not know how to do it. They asked us 
questions about who should they vote for. After the day was over we talked to the 
community liaison about coming back to school to do some voter education, The liaison 
informed us that she spoke to the principal about conducting a session on voter education 
at the school. Unfortunately, the principal informed her that he was not interested in that 
aspect. You could see the disappointment on the face of the community liaison as weil as 


the volunteers. 
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There was an opportunity to encourage and teach America’s future about the 
power to change the world and we were stumped with a roadblock on the path to 
enlightenment. I thought about the endless possibilities and outcomes that could have 
been brought about if we could have had just one hour to address the students about 
voting. While I was at the school I wondered if we could have gone on a tour registering 
students to vote, whilst educating them about the power of vote, their history, and what 
they can change about the future. 

After leaving the school, | felt a bit defeated, but it prompted me to continue to 
educate and encourage not only myself, but also those that are interested in social justice. 
The week following the voter registration effort, I met with church leaders and we 
initiated “Temple UniverCity.” Temple UniverCity was created as a tool to turn 
transform the church to not only a place or worship, but also a place of learning. The 
church must act as not only a place where individuals sing, and pray, but it must also be a 
place of study, reflection and learning that keeps them relevant to matters concerning 
their immediate context, and the whole world. 

I discovered that attendance for our traditional prayer meeting was wavering. 
City Temple was only averaging about ten to fifteen people per service. However, on the 
nights when we used the prayer meeting for discussions about the recent shootings, we 
not only had a great turnout amongst members but there were a lot of visitors. The 
discovery showed me that members will travel to talk, rather than to have someone talk to 
them. They will come if a program is planned, presented, and relevant. Temple 
UniverCity was designed to address that issue. Classes were offered that interested 


people. We did not cancel the traditional prayer meeting, but instead opened up the other 
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classrooms in the church. There were a total of three classes that were offered for free. 
We did a grant writing class called “Access Granted,” a financial literacy class, as well as 
the “Ubuntu School of Justice.” 

“Access Granted” was given to teach members in writing grants for public money 
to fund ministries or programs that would eradicate social justice. Each student was 
informed that since the class was free, their responsibility was to use the information 
gathered to write a grant for City Temple SDA. Amazingly, the class was equally 
divided with participants from City Temple as well as participants from other churches in 
the Metroplex area. It was the biggest class that was given on Wednesday night. 

The financial literacy class was also a big hit amongst the membership. The team 
that led that initiative targeted two age groups. They sought to teach financial literacy to 
youth and adults. This class was not given just to teach the children how to be faithful in 
their tithes and offerings, but instead it was geared to teach the children how to invest, 
and be wise stewards of the money given to them by God. The children learned the true 
definition of money, and the value of it. Whilst the children learned these tools, the 
parents were being equipped as well. Parents learned how to put together a budget, and 
manage that budget. How to prioritize for what is important? They learned the 
differences between needs and wants. Statistically, African Americans live with poor 
money managing habits, and often times do not invest in their future or find ways to 
leave a legacy. The mission at City Temple is to establish this new way of thinking in the 
minds of people to recognize that they should seek to be the lenders and not the 


borrowers. 
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The “Ubuntu School of Justice” was introduced as well. After my studies, and 
travels amongst other Seventh-day Adventist congregations’ social justice has never been 
a theme or something that was promoted in our churches. My congregation would be 
concemed and passionate about issues of social justice, but they have never been able to 
understand the context of the Bible in regards to oppression and domination, and Jesus’ 
work to combat the violence against the marginalized. The Ubuntu School of Justice was 
created for that purpose, to point the congregation to social justice in the Bible. 

The process of naming the school was a battle and | considered “Charles Dudley 
school of Justice” because of his passionate work on the behalf of black Americans in 
this country. The Lord led me to the name “Ubuntu,” in the tradition of unity and 
solidarity amongst ourselves. The description of The Ubuntu school of Justice is 
founded upon the Holy scriptures and the African tradition of the Ubuntu. One meaning 
of “Ubuntu” is correct behavior, but correct in this sense is defined by a person’s 
relations with other people. Ubuntu refers to behaving well towards others or acting in 
ways that benefit the community. Such acts could be as simple as helping a stranger in 
need, or much more complex ways of relating with others. A person who behaves in 
these ways has ‘Ubuntu.’ He or she is a full person. One of the most important acts of 
Ubuntu is understanding and treating one another’s needs as holy. 

The scripture admonishes us to allow the same principles to govern our lives. 
Jesus says, “Do unto others as you have them do unto you.” Treat others the same way 
that you would like to be treated. A major reoccurring theme is the idea of justice. There 
are over 100 verses in the Bible that mention the word justice or the same theme. Day to 


day we see injustice after injustice. There was a time when the church not only offered 
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spiritual guidance, but it was also the main learning institution in the community. The 
Ubuntu School of Justice seeks to restore and renew that tradition for our sons, daughters, 
mothers and fathers. The Ubuntu School of Justice seeks to explore the scriptures and 
other writings in four-week curriculum that looks at various themes of justice in the Word 
of God. During the four weeks session, students were given reading assignments along 
with implementation. Students discovered the area of social justice, which God is calling 
them to apply the concepts and ideas that they have garnered through the various courses. 

The four-week sessions did not have as much turn out as the other classes, but there 
were small group of six individuals from the church who consistently showed up to do 
the work and learn. I also opened up the class to the world, and live streamed the lessons 
on Facebook Live. On some evening we recorded up to 500 viewers, with live 
commentary online. There was a deep interest in matters concerning social justice 
amongst the SDA church in North America especially amongst millennials. 

Before starting the class, a few surveys were released in the church, as well as 
online. One of the surveys was created for theology majors from our seminary in Berrien 
Springs, MI, as well as Oakwood University, which is a HBCU (Historically Black 
College or University). The questions were: 

« What is your definition of social justice? 

e During your years at an Adventist school, have you ever had an in-depth study 
about ‘Black Adventist’ pioneers? 

e Are you aware of the contributions that ‘black’ Adventists have made in the 


church and outside of the church? 
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e Have you been encouraged to read the words of Howard Thurman, Samuel 
DeWitt Proctor, Frederick Douglas, etc.? 

* Have you ever studied any other theologies than Adventist Theology, for 
example, Black Liberation Theology, Top Down Theology vs. Bottom-Up 
Theology, or Jiirgen Moltman’s Theology of Hope? 

e Should Adventists be engaged and vocal on matters concerning social justice? 

* Would you like to have a curriculum or track dedicated to biblical social justice? 
The answers to the questions were very interesting. In regards to the first question some 
defined social justice as, ‘fighting for the rights and freedoms of all people,’ advocating 
for the rights needs of the disempowered of society,’ ‘ensuring that equity is present in 
social systems,’ and 'granting access to those who are left out.' For the other questions 
such as ‘during your years at an Adventist school, have you ever had an in-depth study 
about 'black Adventist pioneers,’ all of the participants said no. Some were aware of 
black Adventists contributions whilst the same group were never encouraged to read the 
works of Thurman, Proctor, or Douglas. In regards to Adventists being involved in 
matters concerning social justice they all agreed that the church should be more vocal on 
issues of injustice inside and outside of the church. With regards to the question, would 
they want to have a curriculum or a track dedicated to social justice, and the answer was 
yes as well. 

The outcome of the survey led me to the conclusion that since social justice is not 
a theme or a thought in Adventist institutions some ministers (especially black ones) do 
not know how to incorporate themes of injustice in their sermons or programs. 


Therefore, one can surmise that our churches and members do not see social justice as an 
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idea worth exploring. It has also shown that our membership in my context as well as in 
other contexts do not see black bodies dying, brown bodies being trafficked, mass 
incarceration, or Palestinian conflict as a part of eschatological teaching. 

It is also safe to say that since these theology majors have never had a study on 
social justice, it would be ludicrous for them to actually encourage their membership to 
do so, or put themes of injustice in their sermons from the text. When I say from the text, 
I mean seeing the injustice exacted on the Israelites by their oppressors. The same 
conclusion can be made my context. The previous senior pastors would more than likely 
answers the questions the same way. If any were to speak on injustice that would be 
because of certain things that they have faced personally. 

The survey distributed to the members in and outside of the church had some 
variations in the questions. 1 wanted to know how old they were to see if social justice 
was just something that the Millennials were interested in, or was it in interest of the 
older members. Out of 249 responses one participant was under the age of eighteen, and 
there were two participants over seventy-four years old. Majority of those that filled out 
the survey were between the ages twenty-five to forty-four. These are the questions that 
were asked? 

¢ Can true social justice be accomplished without being politically influenced? 
* Should Seventh-day Adventists be involved in politics? 

* Does social justice require a lot of money? 

* Have you had a Bible study about social justice? 

* What is your idea of helping poor people? 


¢ Should justice only be limited to those that are poor? 
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* Should Seventh-day Adventists be more vocal about the issues minorities face in 
America? 

*« Are you a member of City Temple SDA Church? 
As far as the first question about being politically influenced was a necessity, the answers 
were equally split. Some said that yes we need to work hand in hand with politicians and 
others felt that politicians could not be trusted in the fight for justice. I asked this 
question because for years Adventists have always been apolitical. If the answers were 
equally split and majority of the participants were in their mid-twenties to mid-forties, 
then we can see that there is definitely a shift happening in the church. The body is being 
more conscious in regards to things that are outside of traditional Seventh-day Adventist 
last day teachings, or they may be interested in reconciling the fight for justice with their 
eschatological stance. When asked if Seventh-day Adventists should be more vocal 
about issues minorities face in America, 91% of the responders said yes, 2% said no, and 
6% said that they were not sure. Some of the responses to the question were, “SDA’s 
have a responsibility to champion those who are least, lost, and left out,” “(Adventists 
should be) facilitating rallies, peaceful protests, facilitating town hall meetings for the 
community, being a liaison between the community and law enforcement,” “Seventh-day 
Adventists are apart of the community and are human beings just like other minorities 
and are affected by injustices like everyone else. Therefore, SDA’s should be vocal about 
issues facing America. Seventh-day Adventists are not (on) an island on its own,” and 
“the head of the church (Ted Wilson) seems to be quite satisfied with the current state of 
affairs.” The last statement is an indictment on the SDA church. With the recent 


shootings of unarmed African-Americans it feels as if the church in North America is 
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quite fine, as well as the local churches. In these times it is clear that there is a shift in 
the thinking of the Adventist, more specifically there appears to be a shift in thinking in 
regards to young black Adventists and the rest. 

Evidently there is a clarion call for SDA’s to be more vocal about social issues. 
Whilst all of this is great, and I am ecstatic about the fact that young Millennial SDA’s 
(as well as other generations) feel compelled to be more actively involved in matters of 
social justice. When surveying most SDA churches the ones I have pastored, and my 
current there are no ministries or departments dedicated to combat social injustice. You 
will find ministries that are dedicated to charitable acts, such as food kitchens, pantries, 
clothing drives, thanksgiving baskets, etc. The community services department in City 
Temple is more likened unto community assistance versus community change. I likened 
the pattern unto misinformed theology majors in regards to having a well-rounded idea of 
what social justice looks like in the Bible, which leads to misinformed members towards 
social justice, which is why I decided to start the school of justice at City Temple. 

The classes lasted for four weeks. | tried to make the topics as simple as possible, 
but with enough depth that the students would understand social justice as a biblical 
mandate. The topics were “Charity vs. Change,” “Sabbath as Social Justice,” “Ellen 
White and Social Justice,” and “Developing a Social Justice Ministry.” Numerous 
announcements were made and the class had six members enrolled but many other 
members chose to view the lessons online via Facebook live. I chose to open up the 
classes online because of the overwhelming responses from the online survey. 

A syllabus was distributed, and a description of the class equipped with reading 


materials and objectives for the class. The main objective of the class was to give the 
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members a biblical foundation upon which they would establish their ministry of social 
justice. The students grasped the understanding that biblical social justice is using the 
scriptures to counteract systems that keep people oppressed. We looked at-texts such as 
Amos 5:24, Isaiah 1:17, and Luke 4:18. The Bible is written with the theme of 
oppression and liberation. Students were then able to identify what the difference 
between charity and social justice. Charity provides direct services like food, clothing 
and shelter, whilst justice promotes social change in institutions or political structures. 
Charity is often times private individual acts, but justice is public, collective actions. 
Often charity and justice are confused. Members will feel most comfortable and 
complacent with handing out a few plates of food and jackets. For their homework 
assignment students were asked to read the article, “The Black Church Dead, by Eddie 
Glaude, Jr. and then prepare for discussion for the next class. For the most part the 
students thoroughly enjoyed the information, the online responses were positive as well. 

The second class was entitled “Sabbath as Social Justice.” This class was very 
important in reversing the mis-education of the Seventh-day Adventist. The Sabbath is 
that one core doctrine that the Adventist church embraces with the belief that this is the 
line of demarcation, which separates them from other Christians. Sabbath as social 
justice sought to define, and revisit and rediscover the true revolutionary and radical 
teachings of the Sabbath. In Exodus 20:8-11 God gives to Moses the Decalogue or what 
we know as The Ten Commandments. In the fourth commandment God admonishes 
Israel to “remember the Sabbath day.” 

The students were taken from the commonly known Exodus commandment to the 


less popular and overlooked passage in Deuteronomy 5:12-15, wherein God tells the 
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“Remember that you were once slaves in Egypt, but the Lord your God brought you out 
with his strong hand and powerful arm. This is why the Lord your God has commanded 
you to rest on the Sabbath Day.” Students were able to recognize that the Sabbath is 
tightly linked to social justice, because of the Egyptian bondage. The Sabbath becomes 
an enduring sign of hope that the poor will see justice and the distraught find peace. 
Through the jubilee year, slaves were to be set free, land was to be restored to its original 
owner, and families were to be reunited. 

As the students were enlightened in regards to the establishment of the Sabbath. 
and that it is often mentioned during moments of oppression. They realized that their 
Sabbath observance is in direct relation to give liberty and break all oppression. The 
culminating point of the lesson was displayed when we looked at Jesus’ campaign speech 
in Luke 4:16-18, where he proclaimed that this is the ‘acceptable year of the Lord.’ The 
students said that they were especially grateful for the class. They were never taught to 
see the Sabbath as social justice, but rather as an opportunity for them to rest from the 
worries and cares of the world. During that evening session they were given two articles 
to read, “Sabbath as Liberation by Robert B. Kruschwitz, and God’s Economic Justice: 
Year of Jubilee Deuteronomy 15:1-11 by Reverend William E. Flippin, Jr.” Both articles 
reinforced the concepts given in the class. 

The next installment dealt with “Ellen White and Social Justice.” Sadly and 
unfortunately for many Seventh-day Adventists when new concepts are ideas are 
presented to them, it must be validated, backed up and supported by the prophet of the 


church Ellen G. White. I knew that this class would be important in laying the 
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foundation for ministries that speak to injustice by showing the students quotes by Ellen 
G. White that speak on the topic. I pointed the students to a quote found in the book The 
Southern Work, Ellen White says, “It was never God’s purpose that society should be 
separated into classes, that there should be an alienation between rich and poor, the hi gh 
and low, the learned and unlearned.”* In the book Ministry of Healing she admonishes 
the church that a great work of reform must be done.? Reform as defined by the 
Webster’s Dictionary mean to change to a better state or form, improve by alteration 
substitution or abolition.* If this is the reform that she is calling for then it is only right 
that Adventist seek to make adjustments in a society that attacks the weakest amon gst us. 
Students were intrigued when they were pointed to the work that Ellen White, her 
husband James White, and her son Edson White did for the blacks in the southern states. 
The creation of the ‘Gospel Primer’ was an evangelistic tool that conveyed messages of 
the Bible in simple manner that the free slaves could understand. The royalties from the 
book sales went toward the construction of the Riverboat, called “The Morning Star.” 
Edson White was the point person for the leading work to the blacks in the south. 
According to Benjamin Baker, 
Edson renewed his faith and found a new passion in life when, in 1893 at a Bible 
study conference in Battle Creek, he came across a tract of his mother’s address to 
the General Conference in 1891 entitled Our Duty to the Colored People, deciding 
to engage in educational and evangelistic work for African Americans in the 
South. After leaguing with another erstwhile Adventist misfit turned good named 


Will Palmer, the two assembled a group of brave missionaries—many blacks 
occupying key positions—and called themselves the Southern Missionary Society 


* Ellen G. White, The Southern Work (Indianapolis, IN: Review and Herald Publishing, 2004), 37. 





* Ellen G. White, The Ministry of Healing (Mountain View, CA: Pacific Press Publishing 
Association, 1942). 


* Merriam-Webster Dictionary, s.v.“Reform,” accessed January |, 2017, https:/Avwww.merriam- 
webster.com/dictionary/reform. 
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(SMS). A self-confessed aquamaniac, Edson drafted plans for a riverboat called 
the Morning Star and had it built at Allegan, Michigan. 


The monies collected from the sales of the Gospel Primer coupled with the construction 
of the Morning Star, was used to teach illiterate persons to read. The funds were used to 
establishing a night school, which led to the opening of Oakwood Industrial School or 
known today as Oakwood University. 

The last installment of the classes was entitled, “Developing a Ministry of Social 
Justice.” Students were walked through the steps of creating a social justice ministry. 
Although in the first class we defined social justice, students were taught the components 
of a social justice ministry. It is a ministry that not only ministers to the person, but also 
addresses systems that create the individuals needs. The only way that this goal could be 
accomplished, told the students that they had to discover what their passion was. What 
is it that disturbs them, or bothers them constantly? They were told that their passion was 
whatever breaks their hearts. If it is a passion, then the individual would be more apt to 
do it, rather than to see it as something they were given, or simply a job. If it breaks 
your heart, then you are more likely to work towards ‘eaplamenting change. After they 
have discovered what breaks their hearts, they were told to pray about it. 1 have 
personally discovered that when I pray about what breaks my heart, God opens doors and 
leads me to individuals who share the same passion. God also puts people in your circle 
that share the same passion as you. After the students were told to pray about whatever 
breaks their heart, ] encouraged them to become experts at their topic. To know it well, 
to read every article, book, and attend seminars about the issue. When they become 


experts at it, they will begin to speak about it, and folks will hear them and begin to use 


> Benjamin Baker, “Adventism’s Aquamaniac,” Biacksdahistory.org, June 2011, accessed January 
I, 2017, http://www.blacksdahistory.org/Adventism_s Unappreciated_Aquamaniac. html. 
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them as a point of reference. The students were encouraged to start developing 
relationships with entities outside of the church. One of the things that damage our 
church is the fact that we do not seek ways to work with others, and build healthy long 
lasting relationships, which is comparable to separatist theology. For the ministry to take 
off, Adventists must embrace the fact that they may not be the only one in the struggle for 
liberation. There are others that we can learn from. Last but definitely not least the class 
was informed on how to create their mission and vision statement. The mission 
statement is the purpose of this ministry, and the vision statement is how do you imagine 
this ministry taking off, and its results. 

When I asked the students what things that break their hearts they told me that 
they were hurt by the way orphans were treated. Another student told me that they were 
heart broken about the food deserts in our community. She said that since she is a 
Seventh-day Adventists and we profess to have a message of health and restoration, it is 
disheartening to know that we exist and are comfortable with the proliferation of greasy 
foods, and liquor stores in impoverished communities. 

| was particularly intrigued with the work of one my students. This particular 
individual wanted to address the issue of poor health care services in impoverished 
communities. In her document, she explained that, the experience of many A frican- 
American families is that certain hospitals, who historically have not served African- 
Americans or persons who receive Medicare, or Medicaid, are disparately victimized 
with a lack of correct diagnosis, quality medical treatment, which can lead to premature 
death or family being pressured to make decisions about something that they are not well 


informed about. The desire to do this grew out of their own experience with hospitals and 
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losing family members. Some of the solutions offered are to have a “Senior Citizens 
Health Fair” to offer advice to the elderly and to those that care for them. 

Another student expressed that they would like to see programs implemented to 
educate the under-skilled, so that they have a better sense of accomplishment. The 
Student’s desire is to furnish second hand stores with professional attire so that those who 
are looking for employment can be dressed successfully for their interview. Supplying 
temporary homesteads for families with a game plan for permanent housing. They would 
also like to implement a program for businesses to build restaurants for the homeless to 
eat a variety of items on the menu, building their self-worth. 

Some students did not, or could not tell me right there, but I could see that they 
were thinking and processing what they wanted to create. Overall, the reviews of the 
classes were all positive. The students were happy and pleased with all the information 
provided to them. 

I personally was hoping that more members would have been willing to attend the 
classes, but I understand that there are always challenges in the personal lives of the laity. 
I had lofty dreams that the class on social justice would have been bursting at the seams 
since I had made so many strides in regards with presenting sermons from a 
contemporary social justice angle. I did learn something throughout the process and it 
was a valuable lesson. The lesson that I learned was that you cannot base success on 
numbers. Large crowds do not necessarily equate with success. I have learned to be 
content with accomplishments. What transpired at City Temple SDA Church has never 
been done to the level that was brought in the last three years. Never had the church done 


a voter registration drive. They never joined forces with another congregation outside of 
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their denomination to have a national action night. As a church body, we gathered to 
watch and discuss Ava Duvenray’s riveting documentary called “Thirteenth” and have a 
discussion. 

This process has pushed me to recreate and rewrite the mission statement for City 
Temple. The mission statement is rooted in Jesus message in the temple found in Luke 
4:16-18. It says, “Our mission is to follow the example of Jesus by bringing news of 
victory to the poor, comfort the brokenhearted, release the prisoner, give sight to the 
blind, and set the oppressed free.” We acknowledge that our church stretches beyond the 
four walls, and the community is our congregation. The vision statement says, “Our 
vision is that the City Temple Seventh-day Adventist church would be a place that ail 
people can feel like they are home. We are to share the love and gospel of Jesus Christ to 
build stronger families, stronger communities, and stronger disciples that transform our 
world.” It was my desire to give the church an identity. Other churches are known for 
their singing, some are known for their work with families, but our church should be 
known for its prophetic engagement and social justice. When people come to City 
Temple then they should know what we stand for, and our purpose. I am sure that I will 
lose a lot of members because there are many who feel that this mission and vision is not 
in line with traditional SDA teachings, but you have got to lose some things, before you 
can gain new things. 

The mission and vision statement led me to also create the Bill of Rights for the 
Underserved. Jeremiah 29:7 says, “And work for the peace and prosperity of the city 
where I sent you into exile. Pray to the Lord for it, for it’s welfare will determine your 


welfare.” Since the mission of our church stretches beyond the four walls we seek the 
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shalom of the city. This is visualized by cleaning the street, planting trees, feeding the 
poor, shutting down immoral businesses, and embracing people from every ethnic 
background. For that reason the Bill of Rights says, 

e Equality: We believe that people care created equally by one God. Yet there are 
those that have been pushed to the margins of society and treated less than a 
human being. We see this as much more than a civil right, but as a basic human 
right to be treated equally. 

* Freedom: We seek physical and spiritual freedom from anything anyone, or any 
system that continues to push a marginalized people further away. 

* Economic Justice: We seek for a fair distribution of wealth amongst all people. 
All people should have access to the earth’s natural resources. 

* Environment Justice: We seek a proper management of God’s earth. Especially 
with those in impoverished neighborhoods. We seek to end illegal dumping that 
tarnishes and destroys communities of black and brown people. 

* Quality Housing: We seek housing for all individuals regardless of income. Today 
in Texas there are many who live without basic necessities. We seek to end 
slumlords who intentionally exploit the poor. 

* Prison Reform: We seek to end the warehousing of black and brown bodies. We 
seek that all prisoners receive fair treatment medically and mentally. 

Right now it appears to be a tall glass to drink, but it is a start. It is a journey on a road 
with a lot of twists and turns, but a road that I am willing to travel, and I am glad that | 
have a few members who want to accompany me. Doing this work has driven me a lot, 


and it continues to push me. It has driven me to discover a lot more about myself, and to 
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re-create myself to be the person that I strongly believe God is calling me to be. The 
tenure of a Seventh-day Adventist pastor in a church on average is between four to seven 
years. 

My calling is to make the church better, and stronger for the next pastor will 
occupy the seat of administration. My predecessor Eddie Polite did exactly that. He 
labored and toiled for seven years at City Temple. When I asked him why he decided to 
take a bold leap, and create the “Live Well Center,” he said, “In the book, Ministry of 
Healing, by Ellen G. White, we stumbled upon this thought: “Christ's method alone will 
give true success in reaching the people. The Savior mingled with men as one who 
desired their good. He showed His sympathy for them, ministered to their needs, and won 
their confidence. Then He bade them, "Follow Me." Remodeling our ministry after 
Christ’s ministry in order to realize “true” success became our magnificent obsession! It 
also gave birth to a vision of establishing an outreach center within our community that 
could meet the needs of the underserved on a regular basis rather than making cameo 
appearances in the community on an annual basis. Establishing this center would also 
afford us the opportunity to establish community relationships, relevance, and trust—a 
valuable commodity for building community influence. These words are so valuable. 
This was the beginning of the shift in the church, and leadership. My desire and passion 
was to use this foundation as a platform to build upon, and create more opportunities to 
help the least of these. 

We are in a pivotal moment in black America’s history, and the black church. We 
have just elected to the highest office in our nation who has no political background or 


experience. An individual whose claim to fame was about questioning the birth of Barak 
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Obama, an individual who used racist rhetoric, and bullying to climb to the top. Those 
that have been summoned to provide protection have been shooting us and their defense 
is “I feared for my life.” The church has been dormant and dead, and now it is time for 
us to embody the character and actions of Nehemiah by going back to our communities 
and rebuilding the walls. It is time for us to embody the words and actions of Jesus 
Christ who went back to Nazareth, as His custom was and stood up in the temple and 
declared that He has come to bring good news to the poor, heal the brokenhearted, set the 
captives free, give sight to the blind, and set at liberty those that have been bruised. It is 
the fierce urgency of now, and for that reason we cannot afford to be silent. 

I do realize that there is a strong possibility that I will get transferred to another 
church in maybe another state or region it has always been my desire to leave whatever 
church I occupy in a better place that I found it. Hopefully the following pastor does not 
have to work too hard, but he can always build upon it. Then there is always the 
possibility that some pastor will come behind me and destroy everything that was 
implemented at City Temple. [ am optimistic that throughout my tenure that there will be 
more buy in, and if there is not then I will still be content. A colleague in ministry once 
told me that not everyone will catch your vision. There are always three types of people 
in every church, the ‘thirties’, the ‘sixties’ and the ‘nineties’. If you give them a see from 
an apple tree, ninety percent will only see an apple tree coming from that seed, sixty 
percent will see an orchard, but the thirty percent will see the tree, the orchard, apple 
juice, apple cider, apple pie, apple turnovers, and endless apple opportunities. For 
anyone that will read this stay encouraged and follow the path that God has set for you. 


Hopefully, the membership at City Temple SDA will be so strong that they will not divert 
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from the mission and the call, to help the helpless, defend the defenseless, and be a voice 


for the voiceless as we wait for the soon and imminent return of our Lord and Savior 


Jesus Christ. 
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